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Abstract
This qualitative study explored the lived experiences of 11 participants who had four or more
adverse childhood experiences (ACEs). The theoretical frameworks guiding this study are
Culturally Responsive Teaching (Crt) (Hammond 2014; Gay 2000), Critical Race Theory (CRT)
(Crenshaw, 1988; Ansley, 1988), and Abolitionist teaching (Love, 2019). This study's data
collection is based on semi-structured and conversational interviews via Microsoft Teams with
Students of Color (SOC) who graduated from Historically Black Colleges and Universities
(HBCU) and had an ACEs score over 4. Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) include one or
more events such as growing up in a household with an absence (divorce, separation,
incarcerated), experiencing a parent’s illness (physical or mental), being exposed to physical,
sexual or emotional abuse, experiencing natural disasters, or witnessing a violent crime.
Phenomenology was utilized to explore the traumatic (racial) experiences of SOC in K-12
educational settings and their subsequent experiences at an HBCU. Racism is traumatic, painful,
shameful, anger-producing, and stops the growth and success of communities and folx (Adams,
1990; Pierce, 1995). Racial trauma has been defined as a stressful effect or emotional pain that
results from a person's experience with discrimination and racism (National Child Traumatic
Stress Network, 2017). Finally, this study explored unspoken or spoken practices at HBCU that
support Students of Color. The guiding research questions are as followed:
1. What are the lived experiences of Students of Color (SOC) who have experienced racial
trauma during their K-12 education?
2. How might attending Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU) impact SOC
with racial trauma exposure during their K-12 experiences?
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Introduction
“I want people to see my color and my culture written all over me, because I am proud of the
skin, I'm in. It is an important part of my identity. What I don't want them to do is mistreat me
because of it” (Ajayi, 2016, p. 88).
Overview and Problem Statement
Researchers have shown that Students of Color (SOC) are lagging in academics (e.g., test
scores, graduation rates, and college attendances) compared to their White counterparts (Gándara
& Contreras, 2009; O’Connor, Horvat & Lewis, 2006; Thomas, Caldwell, Faison, & Jackson,
2009; Valencia, 2000; Vega et al., 2012). Ogbu’s cultural-ecological theory (1978) discusses the
systems that create inequalities for SOC in education. He also discusses how SOC perceive “the
system” based on how they were treated by what he calls the “community forces.” Ogbu further
suggests that minorities do not trust Whites people and “the systems” they built because, as a
minority, they were held in the United States against their will (Evans-Winters, 2011). Evidence
of systemic barriers for SOC includes lack of access to rigorous curricula, assignment to
underachieving schools, poverty, and trauma exposures that have caused a delay in their success
(Wyner, Bridgeland & DiIulio, 2007). People of Color (POC) have remained strong and resilient
in the face of racism; however, they still endure the impacts of racism within the United States
(Ajayi, 2016). Comas-Diaz (2016) states that this experience of racism is experienced as shared
racial trauma and mirrors traumatic stress responses, which consists of increased sensitivity to
threat, vigilance and suspicion, sense of foreshortened future, and maladaptive symptoms to
stress (avoidance and withdrawal), and substance abuse. Carter (1994, 1995, 2004, 2005, 2007)
argued that race-based traumatic stress should have been included in the American Psychiatric
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Association’s (2013) Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (5th ed.; DSM5) because racial abuse and discrimination causes physical, mental, and emotional damage.
Educational settings signify a context where Black and Brown children and youth are vulnerable
to racial discrimination and report racism based on both systemic and individual experience
levels (Cokely, 2006; Jernigan, 2009; Langhout, 2005; Morris, 2007; Perry, Steele & Hilliard,
2003). The APA in 2021 released a statement and apology to Black, Indigenous, and People of
Color (BIPOC) regarding racial trauma and the effects it has on mental health. They
acknowledged their part in allowing discrimination and damaging actions within their
organization. The organization pledged to be dedicated to uncovering, understanding and
amending past injustice. Furthermore, they pledged commitment to creating policies that provide
equity within mental health for all people.
Racial trauma is affecting SOC at higher rates as it relates to special education,
incarceration, discipline, suspensions, and school policies. Trauma for SOC in schools has been
linked to institutionalized racism; this trauma occurs through overrepresentation in special
education and segregation in educational settings (Blanchett, 2006; Codrington & Fairchild,
2012). Special education serves children with learning disabilities (LD), emotional and
behavioral disorder (EBD), attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), oppositional defiant
disorder (ODD), and disruptive behavior disorder (DBD). Children wrongly identified with these
disorders because of racial trauma symptoms they exhibit are put into special education (Ford,
Racusin, Ellis, Daviss, Riser, Fleischer, & Thomas, 2000). The students who are most affected
by the overdiagnoses of these disabilities (i.e., learning disability, intellectual disability, and
speech and language impairments) are low-income American Indian and Black students
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(Coutinho & Oswald, 2000; Fierros & Conroy, 2002; Losen & Orfield, 2002; Oswald, Coutinho,
& Best, 2002; Parrish, 2002; Skiba et al., 2011; U.S. Department of Education, 2009; Waitoller,
Artiles, & Cheney, 2010; Zhang, Katsiyannis, Ju & Roberts, 2014). Further, English language
learners (ELLs) tend to be overrepresented in middle and high school special education (Artiles,
Rueda, Salazar & Higareda, 2005; Samson & Lesaux, 2009; Sullivan, 2011).
According to Donovan and Cross (2002), the dropout rate is over 30% for students
identified as having a learning disability. Students’ academic achievement and attainment have
been directly influenced by race, language status, gender, and social, economic status
(Alexander, Entwisle & Olson, 2014; Gamoran 1986; Hallinan, Bottoms, Pallas & Palla, 2003;
Lucas, 1999; Oakes, 1985; Rosenbaum, 1980).
Racism has been associated with trauma that may have mental and physical health
consequences (Pieterse, Todd, Neville & Carter, 2012). A seven-year-old boy in Dallas was
handcuffed, choked, and tased by the police. The police also pepper-sprayed and slammed a 12year-old girl down to the ground. The Sentencing Project (n.d.) reported that youth being
incarcerated has declined; however, racial inequalities are still present. The youth data reports
based on race showed that compared to their White counterparts, Hispanics are 61% more likely
to be committed into the juvenile system, Black students are four times more likely, and Native
Americans are three times more likely (Criminal Justice Facts, n.d.). Furthermore, SOC are more
likely to go to schools with policies of zero-tolerance and with security or law enforcement
presence within the school (Robles-Ramamurthy &Watson, 2019). The outcome of these zerotolerance policies has been shown to associate directly with incarceration rates (Children’s
Defense Fund, 2007; Christle, Jolivette & Nelson, 2005). Students involved in the juvenile
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justice system tend to have lower graduation rates, higher rates of unemployment, and
homelessness (Robles-Ramamurthy & Watson, 2019; Vermeire & Merluzzi, 2018).
Trauma can be perpetuated through discriminatory policies. Trauma in school policy that has
prominent examples of racial discrimination in K-12 education includes racial hair
discrimination and dress codes. In December of 2019, a referee in New Jersey required a Student
of Color to cut off his locs during a high school wrestling match because his hair did not meet
the match rules (Griffith, 2019). In 2016, the dress code policy at several high schools in
Louisville, Kentucky, stated that males could not wear braids or locs, and that the natural
hairstyles of SOC are distracting to learning (Ross, 2016).
Other examples of an instance of racial discrimination include racial violence and
bullying on the internet (i.e., students posting racial slurs or posting pictures of blackface). Rios
(2016) shared that Mother Jones, 2016, discussed several cases of racism in K-12 education,
such as high school students in Michigan using their bodies to build a wall to block a SOC from
their locker while chanting "Let's make America great again. Let us build a wall and send you
back to Mexico" (Rios, 2016, as cited in Love, 2019, p. 36). In addition to racial trauma caused
by implicit bias, and discrimination, overt displays of White supremacy by schoolteachers and
administrators have been reported. In 2017, a New Orleans based high school principal was fired
for possessing paraphilia that symbolizes Nazi and White power at a school that was
predominantly Black. Crunden (2017) reported police brutality in schools against SOC. The
American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU, 2021) provided examples of how police misuse their
power in the K-12 educational setting. In Philadelphia in 2016, a high school student was
punched in the face and put into a chokehold by a police officer over not having a pass while
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going to the restroom (American Civil Liberties Union, n.d.). Brain feared he was going to die
that day (American Civil Liberties Union, n.d.). At Pine Ridge Elementary (2014), an elementary
student with special needs was put in handcuffs because he ran away from his class (American
Civil Liberties Union, n.d.). In 2015, a Louisville Metro Police officer choked a middle schooler,
resulting in the student becoming unconscious (American Civil Liberties Union, n.d.).
Researchers established a connection between inequalities in academics for SOC due to
childhood traumatic experiences (Goodman, Miller & West-Olatunji, 2012; Henrandez, 2011;
McCoy, Raver, & Sharkey, 2015).
This study aims to understand the educational experiences of students who are attending
or who are alumni of a Historically Black College and University (HBCU). Second, the study
seeks to understand the experiences of SOC as it relates to racism and academic success in K-12
education. Educational school settings can create learning environments that alienate SOC,
which can cause a lack of engagement and disidentification from school (Osbourne, 1997).
Through a qualitative phenomenological study, the goal is to examine ways in which K-12
educational settings perpetuate traumatic racial experiences for SOC.
Furthermore, the study seeks to unlock the impact HBCUs have on SOC; therefore, the
inclusion of academic achievement and racial trauma is essential. Trauma is defined by the
American Psychiatric Association (APA) as a "direct personal experience of an event that
involves actual or threatened death or serious injury or other threat to one's physical integrity or
witnessing an event that involves death" (5th ed.; DSM-5; 2013, p. 463). Scholars coined the term
racial trauma as experiencing institutional racism, racial harassment, and witnessing racial
violence (Bryant-Davis, & Ocampo, 2006; Comas-Díaz, 2016). Although the American
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Psychological Association (2013) does not recognize or include racial trauma in its definition of
trauma, racism has been connected to poor health outcomes (mental, physical, and emotional) for
People of Color (POC) (Pascoe & Smart Richman, 2009; Williams, Neighbors & Jackson, 2003;
Chou, Asnaani & Hofmann, 2012). The increase in racial microaggressions, deliberate forms of
racism and bias creates toxic stress in the communities of POC; this stress impacts the mental
health of individuals who are part of this community (Bryant-Davis & Ocampo, 2005; Carter,
2007). Racial traumatic experiences show the same symptoms of someone who has had trauma
exposure, which includes hypervigilance, depression, anxiety, poor concentration, emotional
distress, avoidance, irritability and numbing (APA, 2013) which are aligned with symptoms of
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and other disorders related to stress described by the
APA (2013); however, race-based traumatic stress is not included in the DSM-V-TR because it
does not meet the criteria even though it aligns with the same symptoms as PTSD (Butts, 2002).
It is critical to acknowledge and address the systemic inequalities faced in the classroom.
This begins by recognizing systematic inequalities and traumatic racial experiences deeply
impact the academic success of Students of Color (SOC) (Walker & Goings, 2017, p.37). The
National Child Traumatic Stress Network (NCTSN) explains that children with exposure to
traumatic experiences show signs of traumatic stress, which may disrupt the educational process
for students, peers, and teachers (National Child Traumatic Stress Network, (2015). Researchers
link traumatic experiences with student academic performances (i.e., lack of memorization,
comprehension, lack of social skills, attention and learning deficits) (Boden, Horwood,
&Fergusson, 2007; Holt, Finkelhor, & Kantor, 2007; Leiter & Johnsen, 1994; Nikulina, Widom,
& Czaja, 2011; Stone & Zibulsky, 2015). This qualitative study seeks to examine racism and bias
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in K-12 education and how racial trauma affects SOC. Furthermore, it seeks to examine the
impact of Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU) and how they offer support for
SOC.
Findings could establish the need for educators to have relevant professional
development around the trauma-sensitive school, trauma-informed care, culturally responsive
teaching, and the importance of building relationships and creating a safe environment for SOC.
Additionally, it will consider the need to examine school policies related to trauma and SOC.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this research is to reveal the K-12 experiences of SOC related to racial
trauma so that K-12 educators can understand them. Further, the study seeks to reveal the critical
interactions of educators at HBCUs and SOC and how these institutions provide nurturing,
empowering environments for SOC. An outcome of this is to examine how this information can
be transferred to K-12 educational settings. This phenomenon is vital in order to add these voices
to the growing body of research because it will bring awareness to educators about the lived
traumatic experiences SOC face and how they are perpetuated and exacerbated within K-12
education. The phenomena being explored are the environments at HBCUs for SOC and the
trauma experienced by Students of Color during their K-12 education. I am specifically
interested in understanding and documenting perceived experiences of racism and biases within
the K-12 educational settings; I also want to understand the role of HBCUs in empowering SOC
following the K-12 experience.
This research aims to increase awareness about how racial trauma can affect the social
and academic lives of SOC. Further, this work seeks to inform educational settings that lack
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cultural competence by providing awareness to educators about the lived experiences of SOC.
Additionally, this research seeks to reveal the role of HBCUs in supporting the healing of SOC
from trauma experienced in the school setting. This research will establish the need for
professional development for staff and other professionals to help recognize symptoms of trauma
(racial) experiences for SOC. Also, it seeks to examine the interactions of educators and SOC
critically to understand how these are influenced by racial bias, ethnicity, and culture. Finally, it
described ways HBCUs impact SOC who have had traumatic experiences (Arroyo & Gasman,
2014). HBCU environments could provide opportunities to identify points of transfer for K-12
education.
Research Questions
Research has revealed that adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) are prevalent in about
68 percent of children in the United States (Pappano, 2014). About 62 percent of students enter
schools exposed to some form of trauma, such as abuse, death, violence, or illness (Love, 2019).
Unfortunately, the trauma SOC experience has often been passed down for generations, which is
now called Historical Trauma (SAMHSA, 2016). Policy and practice show evidence of racism in
K-12 education; however, there is a limited amount of research that discusses the lived traumatic
experiences of racism among SOC. This study used qualitative methods to examine the
following questions:
1. What are the lived experiences of Students of Color (SOC) who have experienced racial
trauma during their K-12 education?
2. How might attending Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) impact SOC
with racial trauma exposure during their K-12 experiences?
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Significance of the Study
This study aims to understand the educational experiences of students of color (SOC)
who are attending or are alumni of a Historically Black College and University (HBCU). Second,
the study seeks to understand the experiences of SOC as it relates to racism and academic
success in K-12 education. Researchers have established a connection between inequalities in the
academic achievement for SOC due to childhood traumatic experiences (Goodman, Miller &
West-Olatunji, 2012; Henrandez, 2011; McCoy, Raver &Sharkey, 2015). Through a qualitative
phenomenological study, this research will provide an understanding for educators of the lived
experiences of racial issues and biases that cause trauma experiences for SOC within the
educational system.
As an alumna of an HBCU who entered college at an economic disadvantage, I
experienced trauma inside and outside the K-12 setting, which contributed to the development of
low self-esteem and self-confidence. Without having attended an HBCU, my academic career
assuredly would have been different; an HBCU provided a safe place for academic success. This
has framed my desire to research how HBCUs impact SOC in terms academic success and
healing from the traumatic racial experiences in K-12 settings.
However, SOC has been resilient when faced with countless challenges and barriers
(Waxman, Gray & Padrón, 2004; Wyner et al., 2007). Arroyo & Gasman (2014) suggest the
supportive nature of HBCUs is due to an environment that feels safe and comfortable for SOC.
HBCUs are a place where SOC with similar backgrounds (i.e., cultural, racial, and ethnic) find
strength and encouragement in nurturing ways from peers, faculty, and administrators (Arroyo &
Gasman, 2014). History has shown that HBCUs educate mostly Blacks students from low-
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income families (Gasman, 2013). HBCUs offer opportunities for SOC who would not be able to
attend college because of financial and academic barriers (Bennett & Yu, 2003; Paige, 1999).
These colleges and universities offer support in academics and relational environments that are
not offered at predominately White institutions (Tobolowsky, Outcalt & McDonough, 2005). In
addition, HBCUs have higher graduation rates for SOC (Bennett & Yu, 2003). Being denied
access to higher education by White institutions due to segregation, HBCUs were established to
provide education to Black students (Patton, 2011). HBCUs have been accountable for
successfully graduating many African American students in science, technology, engineering,
and mathematics (STEM; Owens, Shelton, Bloom & Cavil, 2012; Perna, Gasman, Gary, LundyWagner & Drezner, 2010). Kim and Conrad (2006) stated, "Until the midpoint of the 20th
century, more than 90% of African-American students enrolled in higher education in this
country were educated in Historically Black Colleges and Universities" (p. 399). This research is
significant because it is vital to provide SOC with information about the support available for
attending an HBCU. Furthermore, the study seeks to explore the impact HBCUs have on SOC;
therefore, the inclusion of academic achievement and racial trauma before matriculation at an
HBCU is essential. Researchers link traumatic experiences with student academic performances
(i.e., lack of memorization, comprehension, lack of social skills, attention and learning deficits)
(Boden, Horwood, &Fergusson, 2007; Holt, Finkelhor & Kantor, 2007; Leiter & Johnsen, 1994;
Nikulina, Widom & Czaja, 2011; Stone & Zibulsky, 2015). This study seeks to reveal the
traumatic racial experiences of SOC in K-12 education and the impact of attending an HBCU.
Findings could offer insights to school districts regarding professional development on safe and
culturally competent teaching and school environment for SOC.
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Indeed, HBCUs have consistently recognized a need for a safe space to rebuild students from
traumas associated with systemic structures that effectively prevent SOC from entering higher
education. Exploring HBCUs will provide insight on how they provide a nurturing environment
for SOC, a safe space and a sense of belonging through the community, high expectations, and
trusted relationships. Determining how HBCUs support SOCs who have been exposed to
traumatic (racial) experiences can provide research on how a sense of community and culture
supports academic success. Furthermore, how this support can be used in K-12 educational
settings will be considered.
Definition of Terms
The following definitions were used throughout this research study. It is essential to
define the terms associated with trauma to gain a better understanding of the research.
Adverse Childhood Experiences: Traumatic experiences which may include substance abuse,
physical, emotional, or sexual abuse, divorce, incarcerated caregiver, economic hardship, death
of a parent, and family mental illness. The ACE score determines to what degree each person
was exposed to childhood trauma (Anda et al., 2006; Shonkoff & Garner, 2011).
Folx: “used especially to explicitly signal the inclusion of groups commonly marginalized”
(Merriam-Webster, n.d.).
Implicit Racial Bias: An unconscious negative or positive prejudice and stereotyping attitude
towards certain groups based on race and ethnicity (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995; Baron & Banaji,
2006).

MASK OFF

29

Maltreatment: A cruel or violent treatment of a person or animal, which includes neglect,
physical abuse, sexual abuse, and emotional abuse (American Psychiatric Association, 2013, p.
717).
Microassault: A conscious racial derogation and overt attack characterized using verbal and
nonverbal communication to intentionally hurt the victim using purposeful discriminatory
actions (Sue et al., 2007, p. 274).
Microinsults: A form of communication that implies insensitive insults towards a racial and
ethnic group (Sue et al., 2007, p. 274).
Microinvalidations: A behavior through communication that negates or refutes oppressive lived
experiences for People of Color (Sue et al., 2007, p. 274).
Racial Microaggression: An intentional or unintentional action or communication that is
derogatory, negative, or hostile to People of Color (Sue et al., 2007, p.274).
Racism: The belief that a race is inferior or superior to other races; developing hate because of
race, ethnicity, or culture, which could be revealed as explicitly (intentional) or implicitly
(unconscious biases) (Carter, 2007).
Racial Trauma: A stressful effect or emotional pain that results from a person's experience with
discrimination and racism (National Child Traumatic Stress Network, Justice Consortium,
Schools and Committee, & Culture Consortium, 2017).
Stressful Life Events: The terms stressful life events are often found interchangeable with life
change, and life stress. Stressful life events often include environmental factors. For adolescents,
it can consist of but is not limited to, relationship problems, divorce or remarrying of a parent,
bullying, death, and physical or sexual abuse.
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Systemic Racism: A systemic method that is embedded in racist beliefs and attitudes through
policies, institutions, behaviors, and other inequalities for People of Color (Aspen Institute,
2013).
Trauma: A challenging experience that causes a person to develop anxiety, depression, and Post
Traumatic Stress Disorder (American Psychiatric Association, 2013, p. 265).
Traumatic event: A negative effect on a child's health and well-being (American Psychiatric
Association, 2013, p. 265).
Child Traumatic Stress: One or more traumatic events that affect one ability to cope with daily
activities (Peterson, 2018).
Dissertation Overview
This chapter discussed the research questions and the larger context of the study. Chapter
two discusses the literature review to support the research's purpose and relevance and includes
information regarding childhood trauma and how it connects to the classroom. Furthermore, the
theoretical framework is presented (i.e., critical race theory, culturally responsive teaching, and
Abolitionist teaching) and connects to the discussion of ACEs and its relationship to racial
trauma experiences in the school settings. In addition, the foundations of HBCUs are discussed
as well as their impact on providing support for SOC after K-12 education. Chapter three
describes the research methodology and includes such information as the participants, study site,
research design, and analysis methods. Chapter four is developed around themes derived for each
research question and provides qualitative analysis yielding the results of the current study.
Chapter five explains the findings, limitations, and implications for the educational professional
in K-12 settings.
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Literature Review
“That's the problem. We let people say stuff, and they say it so much that it becomes okay to
them and normal for us. What's the point of having a voice if you're gonna be silent in those
moments you shouldn't be?” (Thomas, 2017, p. 252).
Carter (2007) defines racial trauma as a situation that causes a sense of threat or physical
or emotional pain involving racism and biases (e.g., racial discrimination, racial harassment).
Racial traumatic experiences cause symptoms of guilt, shame, depression, arousal, intrusion,
anxiety, and anger (Carter, 2007). Racism has been linked to chronic illnesses such as cancer,
substance abuse, hypertension, and mental disorders (Paradies, 2006; Pascoe & Richman, 2009;
Williams & Mohammed, 2009; Brondolo, Love, Pencille, Schoenthaler & Ogedegbe, 2011).
Racism is traumatic, painful, shameful, anger-producing, and stops the growth and success of
communities and folxs (Adams, 1990; Pierce, 1995). Constant racism to marginalized
populations is traumatic. Racism, discrimination, and bias influence a person's mental
health. Although racism and trauma have been researched, racism has not been included
in trauma-related diagnoses (Jordon & Terrence, 2017).
Children who have adverse childhood experiences (ACE) are more likely to have
negative experiences at school. Trauma sequelae could include panic attacks, depression, anxiety
disorders, and high-stress levels (Bal, Bourdeauhuij, Crombez & Van Oost, 2005; Kaplan,
Labruma, Pelcovitz, Salzinger, Manzel & Weiner, 1999; Lubit, Rovine, Defrancisci & Eth, 2003;
Runyon & Kenny, 2002). By the age of 16, two-thirds of youth have reported adversity such
as abuse, natural disasters, and severe illness (La Greca, Boyd, Jaycox, Kassam-Adams,
Mannarino, Silverman, Tuma & Wong, 2008). ACEs have been linked to numerous medical
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conditions later in life. According to Felitti (1998), an adult with four or more ACEs is more
likely to have a stroke, cancer, diabetes, and heart disease. Being exposed to traumatic events can
have long-lasting effects on one's sense of self and beliefs about feeling safe in the world,
motivating future behaviors (DiLillo & Damashek, 2003; Douglas, 2000; Ruscio, 2001).
Critical Race Theory (CRT) examines injustice in society (Crenshaw, 1988; Ansley,
1988), while Dixson and Rousseau (2018) talk about CRT and the injustice that relates to
academics in the classroom (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Dixson & Rousseau, 2018).
Hammond (2014) and Gay (2000) address the need for Culturally responsive teaching (Crt) and
how this theory aids in helping Students of Color (SOC) in the classroom.
Students with traumatic experiences are often labeled as having a learning disability or
behavioral problems. White educators lack an understanding of students' culture, ethnicity, and
lived experiences (Quinton, 2013). These behavioral and learning challenges in the eyes of
educators look like defiance, disabilities, and disrespect due to the lack of understanding of
how trauma is exhibited; this results in harsher discipline and inappropriate labeling. According
to Felitti (1998), an adult with four or more ACEs is more likely to have a stroke, cancer,
diabetes, and heart disease. Being exposed to traumatic events can have long-lasting effects on
one's sense of self and beliefs about feeling safe in the world, motivating future behaviors
(DiLillo & Damashek, 2003; Douglas, 2000; Ruscio, 2001).
This work seeks to inform educational settings that lack cultural competence by
providing awareness to educators about the lived experiences of SOC. Additionally, this research
seeks to reveal HBCUs' role in supporting the healing of SOC from trauma experienced in the K-
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12 setting. This research will reinforce the need for professional development for staff and other
professionals to help recognize symptoms of racial trauma experiences for SOC.
Furthermore, it will raise awareness of the need to critically examine interactions
between educators and SOC to understand how these are influenced by racial bias, ethnicity, and
culture. Additionally, the research will describe ways HBCUs impact SOC who have had
traumatic experiences (Arroyo & Gasman, 2014). Finally, it will help educators transfer learning
from HBCU settings about how to appropriately support SOC in K-12 educational settings.
Understanding the nature of racial trauma and its role in the social and academic lives of
SOC is important in framing the study's context. This chapter presents a review of the literature
that relates to the types of adversities SOC experiences inside and outside of K-12 educational
settings. Existing literature also fails to go beyond the practice of Crt. The key areas explored in
the literature review are (1) adverse childhood experiences; (2) types of trauma; (3) racism and
educational barriers; (4) roles of HBCUs (Historically Black Colleges and Universities) and their
impact.
Childhood Trauma
A significant public health issue that can affect a child's mental and physical health after
childhood is trauma exposure. The American Psychological Association (2013) defines a
traumatic event as serious injury, threatened death, or a physical threat to self or others (i.e.,
domestic violence, community or school violence, car accident, suicide, sexual and physical
abuse, natural and human-made disasters, terrorism, or war experiences). Many children are
exposed to trauma that could be a life-threatening situation or a severe injury, but not all
traumatic experiences relate to a severe injury or a life-threatening situation; the loss of a parent
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or guardian, emotional abuse, or being humiliated and degraded are also classified as traumatic
experiences.
A youth who has been traumatized may have a tough time processing information or may
have a challenging time focusing and paying attention, which in turn influences their academic
and social functioning (Cole et al., 2005, p. 30). Children and adolescents exposed to traumatic
experiences express suffering or behavioral change in the acute phase of recovery from a
traumatic event (Multi-Tiered System Supports, n.d.). Youth who have been exposed to
traumatic events exhibit similar or identical behaviors associated with signs of depression.
Many children have more than one traumatic experience; the ACEs questionnaire can
score the total amount of traumatic events in a child's life to provide insight into the level
of traumatic stress they may be experiencing. The ACEs study shows a correlation between
childhood trauma and poor health behaviors throughout adulthood due to toxic stress (Center on
the Developing Child at Harvard University, n.d.). These behaviors included hyperactivity,
disorganization, distractibility, trouble listening or processing information, restlessness, sleep
disturbance, nightmares, sadness, loss of interest in usual activities, reduced concentration,
decline in schoolwork, anger, somatic complaints, and irritability (APA, 2013). Importantly,
children learn to internalize emotions and externalize behaviors associated with trauma, which
can present as ADHD (National Child Traumatic Stress Network, 2018).
According to the National Child Traumatic Stress Network (NCTSN, 2018), an
association between a child who experienced childhood trauma and ADHD behaviors that result
in trouble concentrating in school. Other ADHD behaviors including hyperactivity,
disorganization, problems sleeping looks different from typical development. As stated by
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NSCH (2016), five out of 10 children diagnosed with ADHD also had behavioral problems.
Further, three out of 10 children had anxiety, as well as ADHD.
KIDS COUNT data (2017-2018) shows that an average of 39% of American
Indian, Black, or African American (28%), Hispanic or Latino (18%), and White (17%) Asian
and Pacific Islander (7%) children have experienced two or more adverse childhood experiences
within the United States. Growing research is providing evidence that repeated or sustained
exposure to ACEs increases a child's risk of toxic stress, affecting their overall health (J.P.
Shonkoff, A.S. Garner, Committee on Psychosocial Aspects of Child, and Family Health;
Committee on Early Childhood, Adoption, and Dependent Care; Section on Developmental and
Behavioral Pediatrics, 2012; A.S. Garner, H. Forkey, M. Szilagyi, 2011; SAMHSA, 2012).
Children who exhibit these behaviors are usually retriggered in some way by a traumatic event,
even at school. The triggered behaviors are often ones that are associated with ADHD.
Racial Trauma
Trauma can be described by using different definitions and terms. Helms, Nicolas, and
Green (2012) explain the Greek word for trauma mean wounds. The American
Psychiatric Association's (2013) definition of trauma and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)
are described trauma and stressor-related disorders, the updated version of the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, (5th ed.; DSM-5-TR; American Psychological
Association, 2013) Criterion A expands the definition to include witnessing traumatic events,
including death (i.e., accidental, threats, or violent), and the threat of sexual violence as a
diagnosis for PTSD. However, the APA conceptualization of trauma does not include other
psychological outcomes such as discrimination, neglect, emotional abuse, and poverty.
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Symptoms related to race-based trauma and discrimination tend to disproportionately affect
People of Color (POC) but are not often acknowledged (Vin-Raviv et al., 2013). Research shows
that Whites tend to report fewer stressful life events (Norris, 1992; Pole, Best, Metzler &
Marmar, 2005). Blacks had an 8.7% exposure rate of traumatic events compared to Whites,
which is 7.4% over a lifespan (Robert, Gilman, Breslau, Breslau & Koenen, 2011). People of
Color have higher rates of traumatic events compared to the general population (Breslau et al.,
1998). Several authors have found research to support that discrimination, racism, and injustice
have an adverse effect on the mental health of POC (Hammond, 2012; Priest et al., 2013;
Smedley, 2012). People of Color (POC) are experiencing negative impacts related to ethnic and
racial discrimination, which may lead to trauma symptoms (e.g., aggression, hyperactivity,
dissociation, hypervigilance, and inattention) and PTSD.
Racial trauma plays a part in the systemic challenges confronted by people who have
experienced historical trauma (Lebron et al., 2015). POC have been a part of systemic and
institutional racism throughout history, often being denied access to education until the Supreme
Court’s decision in 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson which mandated “separate but equal" within public
education (Historically Black Colleges and Universities and Higher Education Desegregation,
2020). Institutionalized racism has been part of the historical conversation due to repeated
patterns of injustice in institutions of power such as educational institutions, judicial systems,
financial institutions, and governmental organizations which discriminate (implicitly or
explicitly) against marginalized groups (Gee & Ford, 2011; Jones, Jones, Perry, Barclay & Jones,
2016; Jones, 2000; Carmichael, 1967). HBCUs emerged to provided African Americans with the
basic human rights of education, and sometimes it was the only opportunity for education.
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HBCUs provided primary, secondary, and postsecondary education. HBCUs were created to
educate the children of former slaves and prepare them to teach other African Americans (The
First HBCU - Cheyney University of Pennsylvania, n.d.).
Love (2019) states that epigenetic inheritance is defined as trauma being passed down.
Like freeze-fight-flight, our DNA adapts to its environment through chemical receptors telling
our body when to switch the parasympathetic nervous system on and off (Love, 2019). PostTraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) has been linked to discrimination based on race and ethnicity
(Sibrava et al., 2019). Sibrava et al. (2019) findings discuss that chronic PTSD was present in
Latino and African Americans and noted that discrimination (racial and ethnic) could increase
the development of PTSD among these populations.
Transgenerational Trauma
Goodman (2013) defines transgenerational trauma as the transfer of trauma from one
generation to next, which can be passed down from previous generations to future
generations. The Epigenetic inheritance framework is based on Historical trauma, which is often
associated with marginalized groups based on race and ethnicity. According to the National
Child Traumatic Stress Network (2017), types of transferrable Historical trauma throughout
history include African Americans displacements due to slavery, the murder of American
Indians, and the suffering of Jewish people through the Holocaust. These traumatic events of the
past influence the presently marginalized groups still being targeted and being reminded of
traumatic historical events in their history (Evans-Campbell, 2008). Historical trauma provides
an understanding for children who use survival coping mechanisms in K-12 educational settings
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such as dissociation, hypervigilance, and other behaviors to deal with traumatic stressors
throughout generations (NTSTN, 2017).
Racism
From Tatum (1997), "racism is a system of advantage based on race" (p. 127). Race is a
social construct that categorizes people based on skin color, hair texture, eye color, lip and nose
shape, and language (Carter & Pieterse, 2005). The social constructs of race, culture, and
ethnicity are terms that have been historically used interchangeably, and to oppress marginalized
groups (Carter, 2007). Marger (2014), states that the United States has been socially and legally
separating racial groups for centuries. In the United States, POC have endured the system of
oppression and racism through institutions and structures such as slavery (1600), Jim Crow Laws
(1865), mass incarceration (1970), educational inequality (1800), and police brutality (2020)
(Feagin 2006, 2014). Racism has been desensitized; "it has been justified and encouraged to
treat human beings as if they are not human" (Mitchell, 2014).
ACEs' Lasting Effects
ACEs are traumatic stressors that, when experienced during childhood, negatively impact
numerous behavioral health outcomes among adults (Anda, Felitti, Bremner et al., 2006;
Anda, Felitti, & Croft, 1999). The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) (2019)
states that ACEs are connected to early deaths, chronic health conditions, and risky health
behaviors. The outcomes have lasting effects, such as substance abuse, adverse effects on
academic performance, depression, heart disease, cancer, and obesity (CDC, 2019). Childhood
experiences, both negative and positive, have a tremendous impact on future violence
victimization, perpetration, and lifelong health and opportunity (CDC, 2019). The Adverse
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Childhood Experiences (ACEs) scale has become a standard tool among researchers and
advocates who are concerned about the long-term effects of childhood trauma (Finkelhor,
Shattuck, Turner & Hamby, 2015, p. 13). The ACEs scale assesses early experiences like
physical abuse, neglect, and sexual abuse and has been found to predict adverse physical health
and mental health outcomes, such as heart disease, substance abuse, and depression. The higher
the ACEs score, the more at-risk one's outcomes are. ACEs research has been used as an
advocacy tool to bring more attention to issues that need to be addressed; the study implies that
the advocacy agenda needs a somewhat broader focus with an emphasis on peer relationships,
poverty, and neighborhood violence.
Exploring students' perspectives on the ACEs within their communities could provide
clarity about the adversities of children who live in poverty in order to help build relationships
and provide a sense of belonging at school. In 2015, Finkelhor, Shattuck, Turner, & Hamby
studied the revised inventory of Adverse Childhood Experiences for ages 10–17 and found a
relationship between the range of "exposure to abuse or household dysfunction during childhood
and multiple risk factors for several of the leading causes of death in adults" (p. 19). According
to researchers Monnat and Chandler (2015), these deadly diseases may include but are not
limited to stroke, cancer, diabetes, liver disease, heart disease, self-harm, and suicidality. The
researchers proposed adding four additional questions to the original ACEs questions to
address socioeconomic status (SES), peer victimization, peer isolation/rejection, and exposure to
community violence. ACE's questions can assist with determining a child’s exposure to
traumatic experiences. In turn, the questionnaire helps with understanding what strategies may
be helpful to build a healthy relationship with a student.
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Impact of ACEs. Research is growing providing evidence that repeated or sustained exposure
to ACEs increases a child's risk for toxic stress, which may affect the child's overall health (J.P.
Shonkoff, A.S. Garner, Committee on Psychosocial Aspects of Child, and Family Health;
Committee on Early Childhood, Adoption, and Dependent Care; Section on Developmental and
Behavioral Pediatrics, 2012; A.S. Garner, H. Forkey, M. Szilagyi, 2011; SAMHSA, 2012).
Students who have experienced a traumatic event are likely to be triggered while at school;
traumatic events can be a catalyst for their low concentration, guardedness, anxiety,
hyperarousal, dissociation, aggression, and problem transitioning. A similar phenomenon can
exist in childhood with behaviors that look like ADHD. The next section explores the
relationship between ACEs and ADHD.
ACEs Study. The ACEs Study was created by Dr. Felitti at Kaisers Permanente Department of
Medicine in San Diego and Dr. Anda at the Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) to
examine the underlying causes of health behaviors, social problems, and disabilities due to stress
and traumatic childhood experiences (Anda & Felitti, 2014). Felitti (1985) studied weight loss
and observed people losing weight. However, people would lose weight successfully, and then
gain it back months later. Dr. Felitti was curious about what was happening during his study.
After some research, he found that most people use food as a coping skill from traumatic
childhood experiences. The first ACE study focused on multiple exposures to several types of
abuse, violence in the home, neglect/ abandonment, substance abuse, and other environmental
factors ranging from childhood to adulthood. The participants were people who experienced
adverse childhood trauma and health-related outcomes (Anda & Felitti, 2014). The researchers
define ACEs as "emotional or physical neglect and growing up in a household where someone
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abused drugs, alcohol, someone had a mental illness, the mother was abused, or a loved one was
in prison while the patient was a child" (Anda & Felitti, 2014). Later, sexual, emotional, and
physical abuse were added. The ACE study hypothesized that the patients were not successful
with the weight loss program because the underlying reason(s) for the weight gain was not
treated. Many patients suffered from a traumatic experience, which was believed to be
a correlation not causal to the subjects' emotional eating. If left untreated, toxic stress due to
childhood trauma can hinder an adult from getting healthy mentally, emotionally, and physically.
A child may have been appropriately diagnosed with ADHD though that does not mean there are
no other underlying health issues due to trauma exposure. ADHD could be a factor in child
behavior, but trauma could also be a part of other underlying issues.
ACEs and ADHD. Today, Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) and their effects on the
social-emotional health of children throughout life are a prevalent topic (Foege
1998; Whitfied 1998; Anda, R. F. & Felitti, V.J., 2003; Felitti, 2009; Harris-Burke, 2015). Dr.
Nadine Burke-Harris (2015), a pediatrician, introduced the subject of trauma and its link to "a
diagnosis of Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) in children" (Burke-Harris,
2015). She noticed that parents were bringing their children in for ADHD screening, and several
children did not have ADHD (Nadine Burke Harris, 2015). These children frequently
were suffering from traumatic stress, which made it hard for them to concentrate in class.
Existing screening questionnaires and checklists focus on present behaviors and do not
inquire about the emotional and environmental factors such as traumatic exposure (Brown,
Brown, Briggs, Germán, Belamarich, Oyeku, 2017). Emerging research is revealing the
similarity between ADHD symptoms and behaviors prompted by exposure to traumatic events
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(Daud and Rydelius, 2009; Famularo et al., 1996; Ford et al., 2000; Lipschitz, Morgan &
Southwick, 2002; McLeer et al., 1998; Cuffe, McCullough & Pumariega, 1994; Husain, Allwood
and Bell, 2008). Medical providers use a comprehensive examination sheet to screen for and
diagnose ADHD, which is filled out in good faith by parents and teachers, but these individuals
are looking at external behaviors without always understanding the root of the behaviors.
(Epstein, Kelleher, Baum, et al., 2014). Medical professionals can couple screening tools for
ADHD with the ACEs survey in order to have a window into the role of trauma experiences in
external behaviors.
According to Danielson et al. (2018), the National Survey of Children's Health (NSCH)
in 2016 found that "two out of three children with ADHD" were also diagnosed with a
behavioral, mental, or emotional disorder. One out of two children diagnosed with ADHD had
behavioral problems (Danielson et al., 2018). Danielson et al. (2018) discuss other disorders
affecting children diagnosed with ADHD, including anxiety and depression. For instance, in
some states the rates of incidence are much higher. In the state of Kentucky 14.8 % students
have a current diagnosis (CDC, 2020). The last reported data by KIDS COUNT (2014)
for Kentucky reflected that ADHD and trauma present a higher incidence rate than the national
average. 30% of children were reported to have an ACE score of two or more compared to the
national average of 22.6%. One in five children in Kentucky has an ACEs score higher than two
before five years of age, nationally, one in eight children (Kentucky KIDS COUNT Data Book,
2014). Furthermore, the number of ACEs could increase the likelihood of an ADHD
diagnosis (Brown et al., 2017).
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Trauma Reminders at School
DeBelllis and Disk (2014) suggest that trauma reminders at school can cause children to
exist in survival mode. Both recognizable and unrecognizable traumas with SOC may show up
as behavior problems in the classroom that could lead to incarceration (Milner et al., 2018).
Blodgett (2015) stated a direct link between trauma, behavioral problems, academic
performance, and incarceration. A study done by the National Survey of Children’s Health Data
(2011-2012) examined 95,000 or more students (0-18 years old) related to their trauma
incidence. The survey results showed that the students had at least one exposure to a traumatic
event, and 23% had two or more trauma exposures. Behavioral and learning challenges are more
than likely to show up in students who have several traumatic experiences (Burke, Hellman,
Scott, Weems, & Carrion, 2011). A student can seem aggressive, exhibit outbursts, appear
standoffish, have trouble following directions, and/or display non-compliance. As educators, it
can be interpreted as disrespectful or that the child has a behavioral problem. Possible
triggers can include the sight of certain color, the sound of a book dropping, the smell of a
favorite dish a love one cooked in the cafeteria, the touch of an adult, or staring off into space
during class (National Child Traumatic Stress Network Core Curriculum on Childhood Trauma
Task Force, 2012; Pynoos, 1993).
These trauma triggers look like the behavior of girls of Color within the school system.
The Georgetown Law Center on Poverty and Inequality recently found that, compared to White
girls of the same age, Black girls were perceived by survey respondents as needing less
nurturing, protection, and comfort. In general, society sees them as more adult-like than their
White peers, which is not the case (Blake, Epstein, & Gonzalez, 2017). Providing training for
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educators could help build relationships with students, provide a safe environment, and create
methods to help the child succeed in school. Lack of awareness related to how traumas impact a
student may lead educators to see behavioral and learning challenges as a disability, disrespect,
or defiance, resulting in labeling the students or harsher disciplinary actions.
Impact of Trauma on African American Students. Trauma can comprise a single traumatic
experience or several traumatic exposures, such as witnessing a loved one involved in violence
or being a victim of physical abuse (Cook & Newman, 2014). According to the National Child
Traumatic Stress Network (NCTSN) (2017), traumatic experiences affect a student's brain, often
damaging their education, health, and ability to maintain healthy relationships. Cross (2015)
states that children who have been traumatized often seem angry, aggressive, impulsive,
hyperactive, defiant, and have trouble paying attention in school. The child may have feelings of
guilt, shame, and low self-esteem (Cross, 2015). These behaviors within schools could lead to
harsh punishments, such as suspension or expulsion, which disproportionately affect Black
students (NCTSN, 2017). An African American student was four times more likely to be
suspended, starting in preschool compared to Whites (NCTSN, 2017). Payne and Welch
(2015), states that they serve punishment measures rather than restorative practices.
Adams, Robelen, and Shana (2012) found that African American students were more
likely to repeat a grade in elementary and middle school compared to Whites. When looking at
the elementary, middle, and high schools, African American students were three times more
likely to be retained than White students (Adams, Robelen, & Shana, 2012). In grades 6-12, 43%
of African American students had a higher suspension rate than other ethnic or racial groups
(Aud, Fox, & Kewal Ramani, 2010). The statistics show that African American students are
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traumatized in school. Milner et al. (2018), found African American students could be being
punished in the extreme due to the lack of teacher preparation in understanding how trauma
shows up in schools. Providing professional development for educators to recognize traumaexposed children and recognize their personal biases related to SOC could help students improve
academically and behaviorally.
Educational, Racial Barriers. The educational system perpetuates racial inequality which
prominently represented in the Achievement Gap (García & Guerra, 2004), as well as covert and
overt racism. (García & Guerra, 2004; Tate, 1997). Furthermore, there are adverse effects on the
mental and emotional well-being of SOC (Steele, 1997; Steele & Aronson, 1995; Steinberg,
2005; Williams, Yu, Jackson, & Anderson, 1997). Love (2019) describes racism as a "spirit
murder" (p.39). Racism is a traumatic experience; it makes POC experience a loss of safety,
acceptance, protection, and nurturing (Love, 2014). Racism goes beyond physical hurt; it leaves
POC wounded personally, spiritually, and psychologically and involves a loss of dignity
and humanity (Williams, 1987). The literature on education and mental health is present, but it is
associated with SOC stereotypes, such as cultural, racial/ ethnic groups related to behavior, and
academic achievement (Whaley & Noel, 2013).
Racism has been linked to chronic illnesses such as cancer, substance abuse,
hypertension, and mental disorders (Paradies, 2006; Pascoe & Richman, 2009; Williams &
Mohammed, 2009; Brondolo, Love, Pencille, Schoenthaler, & Ogedegbe, 2011). The
institutionalized racism in schools was examined when discussing the traumatic experiences
Students of Color experience in the classroom (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2006; Tate, 1997). As
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research, the use of CRT, Crt, and Abolitionist teaching and trauma experiences were used to
discuss the challenges Students of Color face daily in K-12 education.
Critical Race Theory in the Classroom. Solórzano, Allen, and Carroll (2002) define racism as
a group believing they are superior and using power as an excuse to practice racist behavior
towards multiple racial and ethnic groups. Racism is linked to race; however, injustices can also
be linked to ethnicity, culture, religious beliefs, and language. A system based on behaviors,
norms, values, language, and generational history passed through socialization is defined as
culture (Carter, 2007). As part of culture, an individual has a perceived state of belonging to a
group based on nationality, ancestry, or cultural traditions (Murry, Smith, & Hill, 2001). Critical
Race Theory (CRT) used in this research study concentrated on the role of race and racism and
how they affect students' experiences and learning of SOC in K-12 education. This is a critical
lens to use as a context for the research of how SOC felt CRT affects the way they learned in K12 education.
The CRT framework originated in the 1970s through a legal study class among scholars
highlighting the oppression of race and racism (Crenshaw, 1988; Ansley, 1988). CRT has been
used in many fields, even education, to bring awareness to racial disparities. The CRT
framework has five tenets to be used in the research, which includes: the normalcy of racism,
interest convergence, counter-storytelling, intersectionality, anti-essentialism, and Whiteness as
property (Ladson-Billings, 1994). Applying these five tenets will bring consciousness to the
racism that students face daily in the K-12 setting (Delgado & Stefancic, 1997; Ladson-Billings,
1998; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2006).
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Ladson-Billings and Tate (2006) used CRT to discuss the racial disparities within K-12
education settings. Through a CRT lens, the achievement gap would be an example of how
public-school systems have failed to meet Black students' educational needs (Vega, Moore, &
Miranda, 2015). McGee and Stovall (2015) state that educators and researchers should use "CRT
to understand how race and trauma impact a student's outcome" (p. 29). Professional
development in trauma-informed care and racial biases are vital in improving academic success
and a sense of belonging for Black students.
Benefits of Historically Black Colleges and Universities
This section aims to discuss the role of Historically Black Colleges and Universities
(HBCUs) and examine how the HBCU environment supports African American students
exposed to traumatic experiences (Walker, 2015). Historically Black Colleges and Universities
have provided students of Color with a sense of belonging by uplifting the Black community
through using what they have learned to benefit the community and the students (Lomax,
2007). Lomax (2007), noted Brown v. Board of Education (1954), was an educational revolution
for providing SOC educational opportunities. The law desegregated schools; however,
educational injustice still existed until and beyond 1964. In 1964, the Civil Rights Act was
passed, making it illegal to discriminate against marginalized populations based on Race, Color,
or Ethnicity, if receiving aid for the federal government (Allen et al., 2007). The laws did not
stop institutional racism, as some states continuously fought against desegregation (Allen et al.,
2007). Despite HBCUs' historical struggles, about 90% of Black students attend HBCUs for
continuous education in higher education (Redd, 1998; Allen, Jewell, Griffin, & Wolf, 2007).
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Over 255,000 students attend over 104 HBCUs (NCES (National Center for Education
Statistics), 2018a). In 2011, The National Alliance on Mental Illness stated that more than half of
the students entering college struggle with mental illness. According to Duncan (2000), students
exposed to multiple traumatic events during childhood were more than likely to drop out of
college. Trauma exposure was linked to students with difficulties adjusting emotionally and
academically in college (Banyard & Cantor, 2004). Suffering from traumatic experiences made it
difficult for students to adjust to college. Among college students, African Americans experience
higher rates of trauma exposure and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) compared to other
ethnic groups (Ai et al., 2011; McGruder-Johnson, Davidson, Gleaves, Stock, & Finch,
2000). Considering the number of SOC who are served by HBCUs and the higher prevalence of
trauma among African American students, HBCUs serve a population of college students who
enter higher education with significant student success challenges.
Transitioning from high school to college is a rite of passage for most students (Boyraz,
Horne, Owens, & Armstrong, 2013). According to Walker (2014), for first-generation students,
HBCUs’ mission is to provide a caring environment for POC. Second to Black churches, HBCUs
help by offering educational opportunities to Black students through leadership and community
service (Icard, 1996). However, attending college comes with its stressors, especially for students
who have been exposed to traumatic experiences (Banyard &Cantor, 2004). While attending
college, students will likely be further exposed to traumas (Walker, 2015). Henderson (2016)
discusses the stressors Black students experience from "continuous encounters with stressful life
events they experienced in the public-school system and beyond." Due to these traumatic
experiences, Black students face [consciously or unconsciously], they come to higher education
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institutions unprepared for college (Henderson, 2016). Black students lack academic selfconfidence and lack finances when entering colleges or universities. Henderson (2016) explains
a common mission of HBCUs to create "healing spaces" for students who have been traumatized
in public education from their ethnicity, race, living environments, and/or other forms of
victimization (e.g., macroaggressions or microinvalidations) from peers and educators.
HBCUs provide SOC with a sense of belonging by uplifting the African American
community by using what they have learned to benefit the community and the students (Lomax,
2007). HBCUs play an essential role in educating Students of Color. History has shown that
HBCUs have educated African American students from low-income families (Gasman,
2013). HBCUs were established to provide education to Black students (Patton, 2011) who had
been denied access to higher education by segregated White institutions. HBCUs helped Black
students attend college, according to the Civil Rights Act 1964; the sole purpose of HBCUs was
to educate Black students (Patterson, Dunston, & Daniel, 2011).
HBCUs have been responsible for graduating a substantial number of African American
students in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) (Owens, Shelton, Bloom,
& Cavil, 2012; Perna, Gasman, Gary, Lundy-Wagner, & Drezner, 2010). Kim and Conrad
(2006) found, "Until the midpoint of the 20th century, more than 90% of Black and African
American students enrolled in higher education in this country were educated at HBCUs" (p.
399). HBCUs recognized a need for support to rebuild students from the traumas associated with
the systemic structures that have long hindered African American students from entering higher
education. HBCUs provide a nurturing environment for SOC and a sense of belonging through
the community, high expectations, and trusted relationships. Figuring out how HBCUs support
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students who have been exposed to trauma can provide research on how a sense of community
and culture supports academic success.
Theoretical Frameworks
The theoretical frameworks guiding this study are Culturally Responsive Teaching (Crt)
and Critical Race Theory (CRT).
Culturally Responsive Teaching
Hammond (2014) states that Culturally Responsive Teaching is a pedagogy that focuses
on undeserved students' cognitive development. Other subjects included within CRT are
Multicultural Education and Social Justice. Hammond (2014) uses culturally responsive teaching
in the classroom to help students invest in their learning. CRT increases SOCs (Students of
Color) self-esteem, self-confidence, and builds resilience. Hammond (2014) believes that CRT
could close achievement gaps in education. Gay (2000) defines culturally responsive teaching as
teaching ethnically diverse perceptive students the knowledge-base and skill through their lived
and cultural experiences. When students from diverse ethnic backgrounds are guided through
their own cultural and experiential filters, they improve academically (Au & Kawakami, 1994;
Foster, 1995; Gay, 2000; Hollins, 1996; Kleinfeld, 1975; Ladson-Billings, 1994, 1995).
Culturally Responsive Teaching allows SOCs to have a sense of belonging while increasing their
academic school.
Critical Race Theory
Critical Race Theory (CRT) originated in the mid-1970s via a legal studies class out of
frustration to eliminate racism during the post-Civil Rights Movement (Crenshaw, 1988; Ansley,
1989). The five tenets of the CRT framework include normalcy of racism, interest convergence,
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counter-storytelling, intersectionality and anti-essentialism, and Whiteness as property. Jay
(2003) posited CRT uses the lens that racism is institutionalized, and there is an inferior race in
the United States. Through questioning the school system and the power dynamics between
educators and other staff can help confront the racism in the pursuit of social justice (Jay, 2003;
Lerma, Linick, Warren-Grice, & Parker, 2013). During this research, CRT was used to bring
awareness to the racism that Students of Color face daily in the K-12 educational setting
(Delgado & Stefancic, 1997; Ladson-Billings, 1998; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2006). LadsonBillings and Tate (1995) use the Critical Race Theory to discuss the racial disparities in K-12
education. The achievement gap is further evidence that public school systems fail to meet the
educational needs of students of Color (Vega, Moore, & Miranda, 2015, p. 37). McGee and
Stovall (2015) state that educators and researchers should use "CRT to understand how race and
trauma impact a student's outcome" (p. 29).
Abolitionist Teaching
Love (2019) challenges educators to go beyond the culture of the classroom in using Crt.
Rodriguez (2014) states the absence of cultural responsiveness affects students directly. Sleeter
(2012) discusses the need to educate on what is culturally responsive, how it looks, and why it is
important to education?
Love (2019) challenges educators to go beyond the culture of the classroom in using Crt
through abolitionist teaching, the act of teaching and fighting for justice and social change
towards a world that values diversity and intersectionality. Abolitionist teaching is building unity
with communities POC through healing, visionary thinking, creativity, imagination, boldness,
determination, refusal, (re)membering, and "subversives of abolitionist" to eliminate injustice
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both inside and outside of the educational setting (Love, 2019). Love describes the community as
struggling together to build new schools that taught students to believe they can achieve
anything, and that schools destroy racism. Dr. Love discuss the importance of creating a school
that uses a foundation of intersectionality, justice, love, joy, and healing where schools are
choosing to standup for educational justice and well as human rights—getting rid of the narrative
of schools oppressing SOC or anyone. Abolitionist Teaching is an educational system that
teaches the importance of self-worth and mattering to self, students, and their communities. It is
about rewriting the narrative such that educators are deeply concerned about social justice, love
all children, and mean it. Further, that when educators say the words "Black Lives Matter," truly
understanding why social justice is essential, genuinely loving students, helping them find joy
while accepting and appreciating them and their culture (Love, 2019). Love (2019) pushes back
against the idea of achievement gap but instead thinks about it as an opportunity gap due to
“history of injustice and oppression” (Love, 2109, p.91).
Summary
The literature review section discusses trauma experiences inside and outside of the
classroom and how traumatic experiences affect the body and students' learning. The same way
trauma exposure affects the mind, body, and spirit, so does racial trauma. A review of scholarly
research showed that the association between the importance of building relationships, culture,
and having a trusted adult who cares but lacks acknowledging racial trauma as a diagnosis in the
medical field and education.
In chapter 3, the methodology for conducting the research will be explained. This study
was a qualitative study using phenomenology to research SOC's lived experiences, and it related
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to racial trauma in the K-12 educational setting. This study could help the educational field guide
open and honest conversations about how schools can also have trauma triggers for SOC.
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Methodology

"But the real world doesn't go away. Racism exists. People are getting hurt. And just because it's
not happening to you, doesn't mean it's not happening” (Noah, 2019, p.55)
Overview
The phenomenon studied in this research is the lived traumatic experiences of how the
participants feel and think about experiencing racism as a student in K-12 educational settings
and their subsequent involvement as a student at an HBCU. This phenomenological study was
guided by the following theoretical frameworks. Culturally Responsive Teaching (Crt) (Gay
2000; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2006) and Critical Race Theory (CRT) (Crenshaw, 1988; Ansley,
1988) and Abolitionist Teaching (Love, 2019). The research's guiding questions investigated
SOC's lived experiences while attending K-12 educational settings related to racism and biases
and the HBCU’s role in affecting students’ lives after traumatic K-12.
Chapter 3 will discuss an overview of the qualitative research through the following: 1)
the rationale for the qualitative design 2) method of data collection being used, 3) my
positionality and reflexivity statement related to the research, 4) information about the
participants, 5) explanation of how the data was collected 6) data analysis, and 7) the conclusion.
Research Methodology
The qualitative phenomenological approach was used to capture the participants'
stories through analyzing voices and synthesizing themes. Phenomenological research was used
to further develop the qualitative frame. I asked SOC to describe how they experienced and
understood racial trauma in K-12 education. Further, I explored ways HBCUs impact SOC who
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have had traumatic experiences. Moustakas (1994), using this form of research, allowed for
reflective analysis based on the essence of experiences. Vagle (2014) states this research method
is interpretive, flexible, open, and responsive, allowing a researcher to reflect deeply and sit with
the phenomenon under investigation. The reflective process is where I investigate how the
phenomena are lived (van Manen, 1997). A phenomenological approach can contribute to the
literature and provide meaning where a void exists due to a lack of research (Creswell, 2009).
This study involved more than documenting the participants' perspectives, but it aimed to capture
the essence of the perceived experiences while in K-12 education and its effects on them as
adults (van Manen, 1997). I examined the phenomenon of traumatic racial experiences in K-12
educational settings and the support HBCUs offer.
Qualitative Research Design
Qualitative research methods help uncover the meaning that participants give to the
events they experience (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003; Denzin & Lincoln, 2003). This qualitative
phenomenological study focused on the experiences of Students of Color (SOC) who attend,
attended, or graduated from an HBCU. The study proposed discovering themes around the
phenomena of racial trauma in the K-12 educational setting and participation with an HBCU.
The goal was to examine the traumatic racial lived experiences of SOC in K-12 educational
settings. Additionally, the second goal was to examine HBCUs' impact and how they offer
support for SOC.
Qualitative methodology is used when the nature of the research questions must be
explored (Stakes 1995). How or what questions are used to gain an in-depth understanding of the
research topic (Patton, 2002; Seidman, 1998). Qualitative research allowed me to explore a
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phenomenon through processing thoughts and emotions (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Moustakas
(1994), using this form of research, allowed for reflective analysis based on the essence of
experiences. In this research study, the participants' perceived and lived experiences were
explored (Jones, Torres, & Arminio, 2006). In the qualitative phenomenological approach, the
objective was to capture themes and patterns revealed by stories, recollections, and reflections on
the participants' experiences within the K-12 setting and at an HBCU. Phenomenology was
appropriate for this study because it helped to reveal the meaning behind perceived experiences
related to the phenomenon (Creswell, 2009). The phenomenon of interest was how SOC
experienced and understood racial trauma in K-12 settings and how HBCU impacted the
perceived experiences.
Phenomenology
This dissertation focused on the traditional phenomenology explained by Moustakas
(1994). My role is to create a written explanation of the participant's external observation and
internal perception process (Moustakas, 1994). While I worked on the phenomenological study,
several steps were used to address trustworthiness throughout the study. I stressed the voices of
the participants and their lived experiences and worked to dismantle preconceived biases by
acknowledging my lived experiences. By naming my positionality and continuously journaling
and memo-ing, I was able to mitigate my bias so that only the participants’ stories were shared
(Creswell, 1998). This research method was chosen to help describe the meaning of a person's
experiences as it is a related phenomenon (Creswell, 2009). The phenomenon was the lived
experience of SOC in K-12 educational settings.

57

MASK OFF

Phenomenology as an approach has been used to research throughout history (Merriam,
2014; Moustakas, 1994) and dates back to the 20th century philosophy described by Husserl
(1970). Phenomenology aims to gather the essence of the lived experience (van Manen, 1990;
Merriam, 2009; Moustakas, 1994), and the nature of people who have experienced a
phenomenon (Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 2009). This type of research answers questions about
human experiences (being in love), experiences related to a group of people (a patient with
cancer), and common transitions (new parent) (Merriam, 2009). This type of inquiry is
considered rich in the phenomenon being researched compared to other research designs that rely
upon a predetermined perception of the research, it seeks to highlight the participant's perceived
experience (Eddles-Hirsch, 2015).
A phenomenological study is used to bring about the lived experiences of a specific
population. The recommendation for the number of participants is between 5-25 (Creswell,
1998). This study used phenomenological methodology because it allowed me to reveal rich
descriptions and personal interpretations of the lived experiences related to traumatic racial
events in K-12 educational settings. In contrast, other qualitative research methods, such as
ethnography, are used to identify and discuss shared patterns related to cultural groups. They do
not fit the study because culture is not the study's primary focus. Rather the study is focused on a
phenomenon related to the participants' lived experiences. Case study method is used to develop
a detailed portrayal and case analysis of a case or multiple cases. A case study was considered,
but did not meet my criteria for focusing on the participants' perceived lived experiences.
Utilizing a phenomenological study, I investigated common themes through conducting
interviews and engaging participants in a stimulus response. Interviewing on Microsoft Teams
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was different due to the global pandemic, but the participants provided rich data about their lived
experiences at an HBCU and how they perceived their traumatic racial experiences within the K12 educational setting.
There is a lack of existing research on POC sharing stories of their lived experiences and
how racial experiences in a K-12 educational setting were traumatic as a SOC. This study further
researched how HBCUs provided a healing space for SOC after leaving K-12. A
phenomenological study makes a contribution to literature and provides information where a
void currently exists (Creswell, 2009). My intention in the study was to provide rich and thick
data of Students’ of Color lived trauma (racial) experiences in their K-12 schooling.
Furthermore, the compiled themes provide relevant data on how HBCUs impact SOC healing
after leaving K-12 educational settings. Additionally, the research adds to the literature on the
traumatic (racial) experiences of SOC in educational settings and to the body of research of the
lived experiences at an HBCU. Furthermore, I was interested in showing how complex meanings
are created from the participants' direct lived experience through storytelling (Merriam, 2002).
Positionality
I am a Black woman who taught physical education, practical living, and health to K-12
students for 12 years until beginning work on my dissertation. Teaching in a large, urban school
district taught me many things. During my teaching career, I became an advocate for students, no
matter their race, ethnicity, ability, or social-economic status. As an educator, I learned that
children want to feel safe, nurtured, loved, and have someone to trust. This path to becoming an
educator was a calling. Along my journey, I connected with Nadine Burke-Harris’s (2015) story.
In her career as a medical professional, she argued that Attention Deficit Disorder deserves more
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investigation than a one-page form completed by an educator. When she started to truly take time
and build relationships with her patients and their families, she realized the children were
suffering from traumatic experiences at home, their neighbors, and other outside environments.
I wanted to learn more about how trauma outside the classroom affected students' behaviors and
relationships in educational settings. Also, I wanted to know how behaviors would change if
educators built trusting relationships with students. Further, my inquisitive mind wanted to learn
how an educational setting could add to traumatic experiences. According to the indicators for
ACEs, I experienced 4 or more ACEs outside of the classroom. My community's environment
would qualify me for points on the Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACES) Questionnaire. I
grew up in low-income HUD housing in an urban neighborhood. As a child, I was exposed to
violence, substance abuse, a parent's death, a depressed parent, and sexual abuse.
I had a loving household, but the world around me was not so warm, which, often, made
it hard for me to concentrate in school. I was the student who was labeled as having a "learning
disability" because I had comprehension problems in math and reading. I was the student who
was talkative, exhibited signs of anxiety, excitement, and, fidgeting and had difficulty focusing.
Teachers interpreted my anxiety, excitement, and excessive talking as being too loud. These are
all signs of a child who has experienced some form of trauma.
Teachers would ignore me when I had my hand raised to answer questions. They would
try to call on me to embarrass me for not understanding the lesson. I am still overcoming some of
these insecurities as an adult. This has followed me into higher education. However, having
teachers who were authentic, encouraging, and patient while still holding me accountable helped
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me overcome these barriers in school. Unfortunately, I can only think of a few teachers that
believed in me and took the time to help me.
Furthermore, I am interested in the possible academic trauma Students of Color (SOC)
face in the K-12 classroom. Through the research of relevant literature for this study and my
internship at the Center on Trauma and Children, I have expanded my knowledge and
understanding of how childhood traumas affect a student's learning and behavior in the
classroom. The new-found knowledge caused me to reflect on how students, especially SOC, can
be traumatized within the educational K-12 setting by teachers. During my time in the classroom,
I often witnessed teachers punishing students who exhibited traumatic symptoms (hyperactivity,
difficulty paying attention, aggression) due to traumatic experiences outside of the classroom,
such as abuse or loss of a parent. Providing educators with the training to use trauma-informed
care could help teachers and myself recognize the sign of students exposed to childhood
traumatic experiences.
On my doctoral journey, I was introduced to Critical Race Theory (CRT), which focuses
on calling out systematic and institutionalized racism (Crenshaw, 1988; Ansley, 1988). LadsonBillings and Tate (1995) used CRT to challenge racial disparities in K-12 educational settings.
Culturally Responsive Teaching (Crt) allows educators to invest in students’ learning
(Hammond, 2014) and use the students’ lived experiences through culture to improve their
learning in the classroom (Au & Kawakami, 1994; Foster, 1995; Gay, 2000; Hollins, 1996;
Kleinfeld, 1975; Ladson-Billings, 1994, 1995). Abolitionist Teaching pushes Crt a little further.
It calls educators to get involved in social justice and empower change through recognition of
intersectionality and diversity. Furthermore, it advocates relationship building not only in the
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classroom, but in the community, as well. Love (2019) explains that to destroy hate and racism,
one must put an end to injustices in the schools and the environments students live in and replace
it with healing, love, and justice. As educators build relationships with students and provide a
safe and nurturing environment in the classroom, it helps heal students from the injustices around
them in the K-12 school setting. Oftentimes, SOC in my school did not feel a sense of belonging
or a connection to the school. Representation matters and to have an educator who understands
their similar racial experiences is important These are all beliefs I embody as an educator and
they help frame my research. I offered representation to Students of Color at my former school.
Reflexivity Statement as a Researcher
Hatch (2002) pointed out, "researchers are part of the world they study; the knower and
the known are taken to be inseparable" (p. 10). Reflexivity allowed for me to address personal
bias and examine how my own experiences could affect the study if not checked. Epoche
allowed for me to set aside intrinsic meaning of my biases and focus on the participants’ lived
experiences (Merriam 2010; Wertz et al., 2011). Journaling allowed me to process my
experiences, fears, mistakes, questions, confusion, problems, and essential breakthroughs
(Spradley, 1979).
Throughout the research process, transparency about my thinking and feelings was
important to decrease any threats to validity and reactivity that could take place with my
responses to the participants’ experiences. I provided a statement of positionality addressing
background, bias, and personal experiences. Several data methods were used for triangulation to
unveil the participants’ true meaning and lived experiences. To further ensure trustworthiness, I
utilized a conversational style for interviews starting with a stimulus-response to help build
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connections and enrich conversation between the participants and me. Additionally, the
transcriptions and the stimulus-response were sent to the participants for review to ensure
trustworthiness. Further, I used reflective journaling, memo-ing, and member checking to
mitigate bias.
Research Questions
The study was guided by the following questions:
1. What are the lived experiences of Students of Color (SOC) who have experienced trauma
during their K-12 education?
2. How might attending Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) influence
SOC with trauma exposure during their K-12 experiences?
Setting
The setting for this study was five HBCUs across the US. In 2020, the US Department of
Education recognized 107 colleges as HBCUs. Of the 107, three of those have closed. These
HBCUs are in the United States, U.S. Virgin Islands, and the District of Columbia. Furthermore,
20 of the colleges are two-year institutions, and 87 colleges and universities are four-year
institutions. Out of the 107 HBCUs, 51 colleges and universities are public, while 57 are private
(NCES, 2020). HBCUs account for 228,000 students enrolled in higher education (NCES, 2020).
The U.S. Department of Education described HBCUs as an essential resource to the educational
system by providing equal educational opportunities for every student. Forty percent of earned
baccalaureate degrees at HBCUs are held by Black students. Traditional predominately White
research institutions have 50% of their Black faculty members earning bachelor's degrees from
an HBCU (NCES, 2020). Many prestigious POC have graduated from an HBCU including
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Kamala Harris (Vice President of the United States of America), Mary Mcleod Bethune
(Founded an HBCU, Bethune Cookman College), Langston Hughes (Poet, Social Activist, and
Playwright), Jacque Reid (Journalist, Television and Radio Personality), Spike Lee (Filmmaker),
and Thurgood Marshal (Supreme Court Justice).
Participants
During the research process, transparency was important to decrease any threats to
validity and reliability that could take place between the participants and me. I provided a
statement addressing personal experiences, background, bias, and position as the investigator of
this study. After IRB approval at the university, participants were recruited through groups
within social media platforms (Instagram, Facebook, LinkedIn) that were geared towards
HBCUs. Purposeful participant selection was used to recruit study participants. (Yin, 2016) and
occurred through two tiers; participants had to meet the predetermined criterion (Patton, 2002a).
The criterion for participation in this study included the following: 1) identification as a Student
of Color, 2) Participation/engagement with an HBCU through attendance (currently or in the
past) or graduation, 3) ACEs score of 4 more. Participants completed a questionnaire through the
first tier of sampling. Participants continuing to the second tier of sampling participated in two
rounds of semi-structured interviews conducted on Microsoft Teams.
The first tier of sampling occurred through social media groups of HBCUs. Students of
Color (SOC) who were enrolled, attended, or graduated from a Historically Black Colleges and
University were asked to voluntarily complete the survey to determine study participation
eligibility. Participants completed the preliminary survey based on the criteria of identification as
a SOC, engagement with an HBCU, and racial trauma experiences during K-12 education. For
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the first tier of sampling, twenty-five SOC were recruited for the study. A total of 103
participants completed the survey; however, 92 did not meet the criteria. As part of the first tier
of sampling, participants provided their email address after completing the questionnaire.
Participants who scored less than four on the ACEs were not selected to move to the second tier,
the interview process. Those selected for the second tier of participation were contacted for
continuation in the study.
The second tier of sampling was purposeful in nature (Yin, 2016). The participant
selection was narrowed based on maximizing variation in demographics and selecting
participants with a minimum ACEs score of 4. The study population varied in age, HBCUs,
education, race, and ethnicity. The racial or ethnic parameter of the study is that students were
SOC. Based on the information on the questionnaire (HBCU participation, identification as a
SOC, ACE's score), 11 individuals were invited to participate in the study. According to
Moustakas (1994), phenomenology can be conducted with 5-25 participants. The range for the
number of study participants is to give the researcher an estimated number of participants, but
the researchers should stop once the data saturation is reached (Creswell, 1998). Using a small
sample size grants an analysis of a more profound experience while allowing the researcher to
identify themes representing the lived experiences of SOC and their K-12 and HBCU
educational experiences (Smith & Osborn, 2008).
For this reason, 7-15 participants were determined to establish maximum variation. The
research study used variation among the participant by age, race, ethnic, and gender (Moustakas,
1994). Participation was voluntary, and participants could choose to withdraw from the study at
any time. A total of 11 participants were used for the study.
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Criterion for Selection
The selection process of the participants who were enrolled, attended, or graduated from
HBCUs was purposeful in recruitment for this study. Maxwell (2005) stated, "the purposeful
selection is a selection strategy in which specific settings, people or activities are selected
deliberately to provide information that cannot be gotten as well from other choices” (p. 88).
Creswell and Poth (2018) define purposeful sampling as an intentional group of best participants
for the study. Furthermore, I had to determine which HBCUs would be used for this research.
After considering the climate of the world, COVID-19 required me to purposefully choose to
recruit from all HBCUs and not just the HBCUs in the state where I formerly taught. All
participants had to meet the criteria before moving forward in the research study. Participants
were part of a two-tiered study. The first tier of participation entailed pre-interview
correspondence including documentation establishing a connection to an HBCU (e.g., unofficial
transcript, official transcript, class schedule, copy of degree), completing an electronic
0inventory of demographic information, and an Adverse Childhood Experiences score (ACEs).
Participants were encouraged to block out their grade point average (GPA) and grades when
providing documentation stating their connection to an HBCU. Those selected for the second tier
of the study were involved in two potential interview sessions. The first round of
interviews was between 45 and 90 minutes. The second round of interviews was optional followup of 45 minutes if needed. During the interview, participants were asked to identify, show, or
describe one item (artifact) related to the Historically Black Colleges or University in which they
were currently enrolled or from which they previously attended or graduated. Out of 103
possible participants, 11 met the criteria to participate in the research study, which met the 5-
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25 suggested sample size for a phenomenological study (Moustakas, 1994). The participants all
identified as African American or Black and completed the requirements for graduation at their
HBCU. The 11 participants showed pride, joy, and healing due to having an undergraduate
degree from an HBCU. They stated that their most significant accomplishment was receiving a
degree from an institution that believed in them.
Participant Demographics
This study included seven participants who identified as female and four participants who
identified as male. The participants self-selected their identities for race and ethnicity as African
American, African Descendant, or Black. The ages of the 11 participants ranged between 25-44.
All the participants were graduates of an HBCU. The ACEs scores ranged from four to eight. No
participant scored above an eight. Table 1 provides a visual of the demographic for the
participants in this study.
Table 3-1
Participant Demographics
Pseudonym

Gender

Race/Ethnicity

HBCU Status

This Is America
Keep Ya Head Up

Age
Range
25-35
35-44

Female
Male

Graduated
Graduated

Respect
Complexion
Conqueror
Family Reunion

25-34
25-34
25-34
25-34

Female
Female
Female
Female

Graduated
Graduated
Graduated
Graduated

6
5
6
4

The Cure
Dreams and Nightmares

35-44
35-44

Male
Male

Graduated
Graduated

4
6

Rise Up

25-34

Male

Graduated

5

Underdog
What’s Going On

35-44
35-44

Female
Female

Black / Black
African American/ African
Descendant
Black/ Black
Black/Black
Black/Black
African American/ African
American
Black/Black
African American/African
American
African American/African
American
African American/ Black
African American/ Black

ACEs
Score
8
4

Graduated
Graduated

6
8

Note. Pseudonym are based on song titles and will be further discussed in chapter four.
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Data Collection
Approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) allowed permission and parameters
for recruiting potential participants through social media. Given the sensitive nature of the
interview questions, maintaining confidentiality regrading participant’ identities was important
(Kvale& Brinkmann, 2009; Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2014; Punch, 1994). The participants
were given a pseudonym, identifying and sensitive information from the documentation was
blocked (i.e., grade point average (GPA), grades, and HBCU), and each participant gave verbal
consent in light of the COVID-19 interview protocols. The participants were provided with
resources to support mental health and given a description of the research and how their data
would be used before each interview (Fontana & Frey, 1994; Miles, Huberman, & Saldana,
2020). The research used several data collection points through the ACEs, document review,
interviews, artifact analysis, and stimulus-response.
The data collection for this research study started in October 2020 and ended in January
2021. First, was recruitment for participants on social media platforms associated with HBCUs
(Appendix I). Participants had to be 18 years or older, and enrolled, attended, or graduated from
an HBCU before completing the next step. Second, the participants took a questionnaire that
included demographic information and the Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) short form.
The ACEs is a screening instrument that determines the level of trauma of childhood
experiences. The questionnaire was administered through Microsoft Forms. Participants with
an ACEs score of 4 or more, indicated, that they had four or more traumatic childhood
experiences while in K-12 education (Appendix D). The participants with a score of 4 or more
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were invited to participate in the second half of the data collection process, including semistructured, and conversational interviews.
Semi-structured interviews count on participants' memories and reflections to revisit their
lived experiences (Crotty, 1998). Conversational interviews develop an in-depth understanding
of the phenomenon and meaningful conversation related to the lived experiences (van Manen,
2016). The interviews were recorded on Microsoft Teams and uploaded to Kaltura for
transcribing. The interviews were between 45 minutes to an hour and half long. Both
conversational and semi-structured interviews were used in the study. The interviews started
with a stimuli artifact about their HBCU experiences, allowing participants to have a personal
conversation about their experiences, which helped create trust and a welcoming environment
(Moustakas, 1994). During the interview protocol, the participants were asked to provide
documentation of their affiliation to an HBCU. The interview protocol of the research had two
parts: 1) Questions related to their HBCU experience 2) Questions related to their K-12
experiences. Part I was where the participants presented an artifact that identifies, showed, or
described that symbolized something from their HBCU. Follow-up questions related to the
participant HBCU were asked (Appendix F). Part II included open-ended questions discussing
the participants' traumatic racial experiences in K-12 educational settings. Part II of the interview
protocol had 16 questions, which had probing/follow-up questions if I needed to gain further
clarity or explanation based on the participant's response to a question. The complete protocol for
the interview can be found in Appendix D. Lastly, follow-up questions were provided for the
participants after the word-clouds were sent to the participants as a protocol for member
checking and trustworthiness (Appendix H).
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Table 3-2
Data Collection Process and Time
Data Collection Type

Stage I

Stage II

Questionnaire

October-December 2020
10-20 minutes per questionnaire

2.5 hours

Document Collection

HBCU affiliation
10-20 minutes x 11 participants

2.5 hours

Artifact Stimulation
Response

October-December 2020
(Artifact)
15-20 minutes x11
participants

Initial Interviews

October-December 2020
1-1.5 hours x 11
participants

Possible Second Interview
Follow-Up Question

N/A

Total

N/A

Stage III

October-December
2020 (Word Cloud)
15- 20 mins x 11 participants

Total Time in the
Field

7 hours

16.5 hours

N/A
December 2020-January 2021
10 minutes x 11 participants

0
1.8 hours
30.3 hours

Note. Over the four months, the three stages took place. The data collection stage was based on the participant schedules. The stage
first and second transpired in late October 2020 and was completed at the end of December 2019. The final stage started in December
2020 and was completed by January 2021.
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Questionnaire
A total of 103 possible participants completed an electronic inventory, which helped
gather demographic information, and an Adverse Childhood Experiences score (ACEs). The
demographics were reviewed to get a diverse sample of 7-15 participants. The participants
scored the ACEs questionnaire. The research reviewed participants' criteria with 4 or more ACEs
(traumatic experiences outside the school setting). The participant had the option to submit a
score rather than completing the whole questionnaire. The participants self-assessed the
questionnaire. If the participant did not meet the age requirement of 18 years or older, the survey
automatically ended. Further, the questionnaire ended as well if the participant did not identify
with an HBCU. It was part of the participant selection, so everyone did not get an interview. The
participants had the option to submit a score rather than completing the whole questionnaire. At
the end of the screening process, a total of 11 participants met the criteria of ACEs for 4 or more,
being 18 years or older and having an affliction to an HBCU.
Trauma History/ACEs Score
The Adverse Childhood Experiences is a screening tool to measure a childhood trauma
history for a child. This tool was used to study population ACEs outside of the educational
setting. Based on the ACEs framework, each participant's trauma score ranged from 0 to
10 (Felitti et al., 1998). A participant with a score of zero represented no evidence
of exposures to childhood traumas (abuse, neglect, or dysfunction), and a score of 10
shows exposure to 10 childhood traumatic experiences. Childhood traumatic experiences are
associated with a parent or guardian’s connection to substance abuse, domestic violence, sexual
abuse, incarceration, mental illness, missing or death of, homelessness, or loss of
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employment. An ACEs score for each participant was calculated for
purposeful participant selection. Participants who had experienced childhood outside of the
education setting (homes or neighborhoods) to show the SOC who came into the schools with
trauma exposure. The ACEs score was utilized to evaluate the association between traumatic
experiences and traumatic racial experiences within and outside the educational setting.
Artifact Stimulation Response
Elicitation interviews allowed the participant to bring an item or show an item to shape
the focus at the beginning of the conversation on their HBCU experiences (Grant, 2018). Further
questions about the artifact they submitted before or brought to the interview were included
(Douglas, 2015). Artifact elicitation was used to build a relationship with the participants before
the interviews. During the interview, participants were asked to identify, show, or describe one
item that, to them, symbolized something from their HBCUs. Further, the participant was then
asked to explain why they chose that artifact. “Please be prepared to show and describe the item
during our interview.” The name of the university was not used in the research, just the stories
relevant to the artifact and HBCU. The artifacts presented did not contain reasonably identifiable
personal information unless the participant was comfortable with the possible risk of
identification. If preferred, participants could opt to email a picture of the artifact to me before
the interview.
The second stimuli response was from the word clouds. Using wordcloud.com, a word
cloud was generated using the participants' responses (individually and collectively) related to
questions about their HBCU experience. After creating the participants' personal HBCU
experience in a word cloud, all of the participants' HBCU experiences were composed into a one-
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word cloud, then sent to the participants as part of member checking. Follow-up questions were
sent to the participants for member checking and thoughts, or comments related to the word
clouds (Appendix H). The questions/prompts were:
•

What were your initial thoughts when you saw the word clouds?

•

Did you agree with the overall experience of HBCU from the word clouds?

•

What words were on the word clouds you think should not have been?

•

What words did you think was missing from the word clouds?

•

Please share any additional thoughts or feelings about the word clouds.

Document Review
Denzin (1970) states that document review can serve as a component of triangulation.
Yin (1994) further states that the research should use at least three forms of evidence for
triangulation. I achieved this through using artifacts, documents, reviews, and artifacts. To
continue to the second phase of the study, the participants had to provide documents related to
their status with a Historically Black College and University for me to gain proof that they were
enrolled, attended, or graduated from a Historically Black College and University (e.g., copy of
an unofficial transcript, official transcript, or degree). Participants had to block out their grade
point average (GPA) and grades, if applicable, when providing documentation stating their
connection to an HBCU. The artifacts presented did not contain reasonably identifiable personal
information unless the participant was comfortable with the possible risk.
Initial Interview
The interview methods included semi-structured and conversational style. Semistructured interviews count on the participants' memories and reflection to help participants
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revisit their lived experiences (Crotty, 1998). Conversational interviews reveal understanding
and meaning of the phenomenon through conversation related to the lived experience (van
Manen, 2016). Each participant met for an initial interview, which was 45-90 minutes. The
interview sessions could be split up into two 45 minutes sessions if needed. However, none of
the participants needed to split the interview time. At the beginning of the interview, the
participant discussed the artifact representing an aspect of life at their HBCU. Artifact elicitation
helped build relationships with the participants while allowing them to share during the
interview. The interviews were conducted via video conferencing (due to COVID-19
protocols). Interviews were recorded using the platform Microsoft Teams. A video platform
Kaltura was used to create transcriptions of uploaded recordings. Teams and Kaltura are
password protected and are products purchased and maintained by my university for faculty and
student use. The recording was deleted from each platform after the transcription had been
verified for accuracy by me and the participants. Before every interview, I asked the participants
for verbal consent to record the interview and to move forward with interviewing. Each
participant was asked if they received all written consent forms in their email. Furthermore, the
participants were provided with a list of resources for mental, emotional health services due to
the possible risk of talking about traumatic experiences.
Second Interview
Each participant had an option for a second interview to discuss the themes that emerged
from the initial interview(s). I offered a second interview to discuss the word cloud, further
questions, or possible support after the interview. Conversation could include followup questions from the original interview and response to the word clouds created from the
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participant artifact of their personal experience and the participants' overall HBCU
experience. None of the participant opted for a second interview but corresponded through email
with follow-up questions from me.
Data Analysis
To ensure horizontalization (Moustakas, 1994), I read the transcriptions from interviews
and analyzed them using holistic analysis by looking for “significant statements” (Creswell &
Poth, 2014, p. 201). The detailed analysis was completed in phases (Huberman and Miles, 1994).
The data was analyzed through memo-ing, collecting notes related to themes and patterns, and
determining the frequency of codes (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2020; Huberman & Miles
1994). This section will discuss the analysis of the lived experiences of the participants in K-12
educational settings and HBCUs. The findings are transferable to educational settings and for
professional development.
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Table 3-3
Data Analysis
Phase I:

Phase II:

Phase III:

Participant Interview transcriptions
reviewed with audio for correctness.
Time: 1.5-2 hours x 11
Total: 16.5-22 hour

Finalized participant interview transcriptions and
analyzed for possible emergent codes and uploaded the
HBCUs transcription into a word cloud database.
Time: 1.5-2 hours x 11
Total: 16.5-22 hour

The participants were sent individual
and a group work cloud for member checking.
Time: 10 minutes x 11
Total: 1.8 hours

Journaling and memo writing to
bracketing personal opinions and to
mitigate bias.
Time: October- March
Total: 5 months

Reading transcriptions using open coding with pen and
paper. Then, line by line coding for emergent codes.
Time: 8–10-hour x 3 days
Total: 30 hours

Codes were identified to ensure
saturation of the data based off the
interviews, artifacts, and documents.
Time: 3 hours
Total: 3 hours

Second reading of transcripts to affirm first round of open
coding. Codes were inputted in to an excel sheet based
off research questions. Research question one had 40
codes. Research question two had 50 codes. Then
transferred to a document in OneNote to develop
categories and themes.
Time: 2 hours x 3 days
Total: 6 hours

Follow-up question were sent to participants
related to the word clouds.
Time: 10 minutes x 11 participants
Total: 1.8 hours
Collapsing the open codes into categories based
off the content presented.
Time: 2 hours per research questions
Total: 4 hours
The codes were then developed into themes that
connect to the research questions and the codes.
Time: 2 hours x 3 days
Total: 6 hours
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Transcribing and analyzing the
interviews and documents helped with
seeing emergent codes.
Time: 1.5 hours x 11
Total: 16.5

For open coding there was two rounds of reviewing of
transcripts and documents. The list of open codes was
added to OneNote.
Time: 2 hours
Total: 2 hours

Re-confirming themes with scholars to solidify
the codes to mitigate personal bias.
Time: 1.5 hours
Time: 1.5 hours
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Figure 3-1
Data Analysis Coding

Coding
RQ1

Line-by-line
coding

Open Coding

Themes

• 40
• 17
•5
• 40 codes
• ACEs, recycled teachers, sense of belonging, racism, racial trauma, school tracks...

• 17 categories
• Verbal abuse, perpetuated labes, colorism, misuse of power, mentorship, parental involvement/engagement...

• 5 themes
• The deepest wellness (Burke Harris, 2018) {Traumatic Experiences }
• The Hate U Give (Thomas, 2017) {Power Dynamics }
• "This debt we pay to human guile" (Dumbar, 1896) {Perpetuated labels}
• "I'm too proud to bend and too poor to breal" (Angelou, 1987) {Systemic and institutional racism}
• "With torn bleeding hearts we smil" (Dunbar, 1896) {Sense of Belonging}

Note. RQ1: What are the lived experiences of Students of Color (SOC) who have experienced trauma during their K-12 education?
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Figure 3-2
Data Analysis Coding
• 50
• 12
Coding RQ2 • 2
• 50 codes
Line-by- • Support, healing, wanted, needed,Black History, homecoming....
line coding

Open
Coding

Themes

• 12 catergories
• sense of community, found voice, sense of hope, family, culture
• 2 themes
• "So while once we asked, how could we possibly prevail over catastrophe? Now we assert. How could catastrophe possible
prevail over us" (Gorman, 2021) {Welcoming Environment }
• "This is for the undefeated. This for you. And you. This for us" (Alexander, 2019)

Note. RQ 2: How might attending Historically Black Colleges and Universities influence SOC with trauma exposure during their K12 experiences?
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Transcribing
van Manen's (1984) method of phenomenology examines people's lived experiences
physically, interpersonally, across time, and within space. The participant's interviews were
recorded on Microsoft Teams and transcribed using Kaltura. Listening to the interviews helped
me to understand the participants’ perceived lived experiences (Moustakas, 1994). All data was
analyzed with equal value when collected (Merriam, 2002).
Moustakas (1994) identified horizontalization as an interlacing of a person's conscious
experience and phenomenon; therefore, the reoccurring statements and statements that do not
pertain to the research questions were removed from the data collection. I used NVivo to create
a hierarchy of codes that were sorted into themes aligned with the research questions. Then the
significant statements or coded passages were inputted into a spreadsheet. The statements were
treated with equal value through the process of horizontalization (Creswell, 2009).
Constructivist epistemology is the paradigm for this study. I find value in co-constructing
meanings of the lived experiences in K-12 educational settings with my participants and
understanding their reality. The rationale for the study was explored using the theoretical
frameworks of Critical Race Theory (CRT), Culturally Responsive Teaching (Crt), and
Abolitionist Teaching (AT).
The first phase of data analysis included journaling and memo-ing while collecting
documentation and interviews. I used memo-ing and journaling to identify themes and questions
that may emerge from the research. Diverse methods were used to decrease threats to
trustworthiness during data collection and analysis, such as memo-ing, which mitigates personal
bias by using rich quotes throughout the findings sections. In addition to coding the interviews,
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memo-ing was used to summarize the findings, themes, comments, or reflections related to the
participants' lived experiences. Initial codes emerge from the rereading and listening throughout
data collection.
Phenomenological methodology is inductive and reflective (Vagle, 2014). Inductive and
deductive approaches for the coding process were employed. The inductive approach was used
while reviewing the transcriptions to see what emerged using the participants’ words and voices
in the coding process (Miles et al., 2014). I choose the inductive approach to listen to the audio
transcription as needed to check for accuracy to protect my mental, emotional, and physical
stress on my body due to secondary trauma. The deductive approach was used for data review
through the theoretical frameworks’ CRT, Crt, and Abolitionist teaching.
The second phase of the data analysis process included rereading the transcriptions while
highlighting and taking notes (Agar, 1908). I went through each participant's transcription and
did open coding for each line of each transcript. The emerging codes can be found in Appendix I.
Once open coding was completed, I reread the transcriptions to look for the repetitive codes. I
highlighted the codes that keep emerging. For research question one, 40 codes emerged, and for
research question two, 50 codes emerged. The codes were then put into an excel sheet. I searched
for similar codes then collapsed the codes. It took two rounds of collapsing and one round of
discussing with another scholar before deciding on the final themes. Member checking with a
scholar was used to ensures trustworthiness (Merriam, 2002). The data analysis five themes for
research question one and two themes for research question two.
Further, the qualitative research study included document analysis and data collection and
analysis. Information related to the participants provided guidelines and procedures related to the
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study and information about the participants’ data and privacy. Data collection and analysis were
discussed about the lived trauma experiences of SOC while attending school K-12. The
qualitative methods of phenomenology offered valuable and rich data to investigate the research
questions.
Table 3-4
Guba (1981) Trustworthiness Construction Applied to the Present Study
Criteria
Prolonged
engagement
Peer
debriefing
Triangulation

Member checks
with
participants

Credibility

Dependability

Confirmability

✓

October 2020January 2021
✓
Expert checking
while coding
✓
ACEs/ demographic
questionnaire, interviews, and
documentation

✓

✓
Two weeks with
themes and raw data quotes
for support
✓
Mitigate bias
through the context of
the participants' and
interviews
✓
IRB committee
and dissertation
committee

Thick
description

External audit
Reflectivity
(journal and
positionality
statement)

Transferability

✓

✓

✓

Trustworthiness
Guba (1987) concentrated on two types of empirical research that were naturalistic and
rationalistic. These types of methods are referred to as quantitative and qualitative research.
Regardless of which research methodology, a researcher chooses trustworthiness should be at the
core of the research design. Guba (1981), called attention to four major concerns that must be
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included in the criteria when discussing trustworthiness. The concerns were truth value,
applicability, consistency, and neutrality. Guba (1981), discusses the criteria for qualitative
research as:
1) Truth value. How can one establish confidence in the 'truth' of the findings of a particular
inquiry for the subjects/respondents with which and the context in which the inquiry was carried
out?
2) Applicability. How can one determine the degree to which the findings of a particular inquiry
may have applicability to other contexts or with other subjects/respondents?
3) Consistency. How can one determine whether the findings of an inquiry would be consistently
repeated if the inquiry were replicated with the same/similar subjects/respondents in the
same/similar context?
4) Neutrality. How can one establish the degree to which the findings of an inquiry are a function
solely of subjects/respondents and conditions of the inquiry and not of the biases, motivations,
interests, perspectives of the inquirer?
Guba and Lincoln (1985) elaborated that the following should be included in qualitative
research to establish trustworthiness. These are credibility, dependability, transferability, and
confirmability. Gibson & Brown (2009) call attention to trustworthiness by introducing it in the
methods used to collect data instead of debating over the collected data's intrinsic truthfulness.
Triangulation and member checking create credibility and trustworthiness and prolonged
engagement in the research (Guba & Lincoln, 1985).
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Credibility
Through member checking and triangulation, credibility was met (Guba, 1981; Guba &
Lincoln, 1985). Triangulation involves combining data sources or various methods to study the
same research problem (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2007; Merriam, 2002). Triangulation was met
through ACEs, interviews, artifacts, member checking, and word clouds. Data's trustworthiness
occurred through member checking (participants and other researchers), document review,
memo-ing, coding for emerging themes through transcribing, and journaling. Member checking
allows the participant to review the data collected by me. Triangulation is another way to check
the research's credibility through cross-checking data and interpretation (Merriam, 2012; Yin,
2016). So, I kept a reflective journal during the interview process to help with reflection and
possible emerging themes or further questions. Creating trustworthiness is a reliable way to build
credibility (Yin, 2016).
Dependability
Dependability is established through coding to strengthen the research's findings over
time (Bitsch, 2005). Bitsch (2005) advanced the notion of transferability as I am simplifying
decisions through "thick description and purposeful sampling." (P. 85) It means that I selected
participants purposefully and provided notes of research. Lincoln and Guba (1985) stated that
dependability is when the study is transparent can be replicated. The documents provided in the
appendices are the research study invitation, ACEs and demographic questionnaire, consent
form, interview protocol, and follow-up interview question.
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Transferability
Reflexive journaling allowed me to address my bias, examine how one's own
experiences could affect the study from having rich data. Epoche or bracketing allowed me to set
aside my intrinsic meaning and focus on the participant's lived experiences (Moustakas, 1994;
Merriam, 2012; Wertz et al., 2011). In addition, journaling allowed me to be transparent about
their experiences, fears, mistakes, questions, confusion, problems, and essential breakthrough
(Spradley, 1979). The journal was used to reflect, answer questions, ideas, emerging themes in
the interviews and annotate transcripts. It served as a constant dialogue on the thoughts and
reflection on concepts, generation of new ideas, and thinking (Lincoln and Guba, 2002; Lewins
& Silver, 2007). It was a place for me to provide raw data (personal and honest), a place to talk
to themselves through reflection. It is the one time that entries do not have to be edited (Hatch,
2002). It was where I could unpack my own triggers and secondary trauma through the
participants' lived experiences. It was the only place I could let it all go and leave it there. When
I did not journal, I noticed that I was anxious, hyperaroused, had trouble sleeping, and that my
heart rate and breathing increased.
Confirmability
Confirmability is a practice where reflection used to address conscious or unconscious
bias. Confirmability is ―concerned with ensuring that data, and explanations of the research are
not fabricated based on researchers' thoughts but result from the data (Tobin & Begley, 2004, p.
392). Collecting artifacts and conducting interviews with HBCU graduates and POC, the
research study's trustworthiness was enhanced throughout the lived experiences from both their
HBCU experience and their K-12 educational experiences. I was able to mitigate my personal
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bias through co-constructing meaning and member checking with the participants. Interviews
with the participants discussing their HBCU artifacts and their traumatic racial lived experiences
in a K-12 educational setting created data that could be triangulated. Internal validity was
achieved through multiple interviews and triangulation. Reliability is achieved through rich
descriptions of the participants' interviews, including the questions in the appendix and details of
the data analysis process, which will allow the research study to be replicated in other school
districts and HBCUs settings.
Limitations
The findings provided a descriptive essence of the lived experiences traumatic
experiences for SOC within K-12 education. Furthermore, it offered rich insight into the impact
of HBCUs for SOC after experiencing these traumatic events. The limitations of this study will
provide insight into the research. These limitations were: quantity of the data, time,
demographics of the participant and researcher bias and positionality. Embracing these
limitations will allow room for future research.
Time
Due to the pandemic and virtual fatigue, contacting participants became a challenge. I
was intentional about providing grace for the data collection process. I allowed the participants
to use email for the follow-up interview and any follow-up questions. This was flexible and
accommodating to the participants’ needs. The participants provided documentation for the
interviews through email or shown via video recording—in addition to the artifacts. In place of
the second interview, the participants' follow-up was conducted via email.
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Quantity of the Data
The phenomenological methodology calls for 5-25 participants (Creswell, 1998). The
researcher focused on a goal of 5-15 participants; due to the research's nature, the data collection
stopped with 11 participants. The nature of the research discusses the participant lived
experiences related to trauma inside the K-12 education system. In the process of interviewing, I
realized that hearing participants’ stories served as a trigger to my previous traumatic
experiences. Second, as the researcher, I started to experience secondary traumas with the other
participant stories. Figley (1995) also referred to secondary trauma as compassion fatigue. Some
symptoms experienced included increased heart rate, sleep disturbance, elevated startle response,
helplessness, anger, perfectionism, and lowered concentration to focus on dissertation writing.
These symptoms led to me as the researcher to stop at 11 participants.
Demographics of the Participants
The research focused on SOC; however, the second research question focused on HBCUs
that only identified as Black or African Americans who participated in the research study. There
could have been other traumatic (racial) lived experiences from other races and ethnicity of other
Black and Brown SOC. Furthermore, the participants' positive demographics were diverse based
on ACE scores, traumatic experiences, parental engagement, and involvement.
Also, I was committed to protecting the identities of the participants by using genderneutral language. However, some of the lived experiences of the participant are based on genderrelated traumatic experiences K-12 and their HBCU experiences. The decision to use gender
neutral language meant that differences based on gender, were not discussed as part of the data
analysis. Anonymity was important to participants as illustrated by this comment from Rise Up,
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who before sharing one of their stories said, "Wait, you will not use my name or anything that
could identify me" (personal interview, November 14, 2020). Keeping the participants' identities
safe was a priority for me as a researcher. Therefore, some of the analysis that might have
occurred or been relevant around gender was not explored.
Researcher Bias and Positionality
As the researcher, my positionality was a limitation because of the traumatic racial
experiences I had as a SOC within the K-12 education system. Next, my positive experience in
attending an HBCU was another bias. Furthermore, my experience as a former K-12 educator
were a source of bias. The research study focused on the essence of Students’ of Color lived
traumatic experiences in K-12 education and how these experiences can be used for professional
development to provide educators with resources to help create a safe, nurturing environment
and sense of belonging for SOC. The research also sought to understand how the culture of
HBCUs can help support SOC in K-12 education. Being transparent about my own experiences
and bias in relationship to these topics was important so that the themes and experiences of the
participants were able to come to the surface of the research and honor their unique voices and
experiences.
As a researcher, I was intentional in considering that I am a Black woman, experienced
racial traumatic events in K-12 educational settings, and had an ACEs score of 4 more. However,
I recognize that it was a strength in my study because I could hold space and validate the
participants’ experiences. My position was to build a report and rich conversation with the
participant due to shared experiences.
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Summary
This chapter explains the methodology used to explore the phenomenon by examining
Students’ of Color lived experience in the K-12 educational setting and the support of HBCU
provide. Critical Race Theory (CRT), Culturally Responsive Teaching (Crt), and Abolitionist
Teaching (AT) framed the study. I requested 11 participants who were SOC and had an
affiliation with HBCUs. The chapter also discussed methodology, positionality and reflexivity
statement, participants demographics, research setting, data collection, and data analysis.
Additionally, the chapter explained the different ways to ensure trustworthiness as a researcher.
Finally, the chapter concluded with a description of the study’s limitations.
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Findings
We wear the mask that grins and lies. It hides our cheeks and shades our eyes.
--Paul Lawrence Dunbar, We Wear the Mask
Overview
The purpose of this research study was to examine the lived experiences of SOC in K-12
educational settings and to explore how their HBCU experience provided healing from traumatic
racial experiences. This chapter provides a profile for each participant using their voices captured
through thick descriptions regarding K-12 educational settings, HBCUs, and their perspectives
on racism and racial trauma. Based on this study, racism is defined as developing hate towards a
person because of their culture, race, or ethnicity; feelings that a race is superior to other races
(Carter, 2007). Racial trauma is defined as a stressful effect or emotional pain resulting from
experiencing racism and discrimination (National Child Traumatic Stress Network, 2017). The
definitions of racism and racial trauma were used as a lens to talk about the participants' personal
experiences while defining their or definition of these two terms.
In addition, themes based on the participants' analyzed interviews and documents are
presented based on the two research questions guiding this study. Research question one had five
themes, and research question two had two themes. The pseudonyms for each participant are
song titles from Black artists based on the participant's interview. The themes are book or poem
titles by Black authors, as well. Titles were selected intentionally; the interview's essence
allowed me to choose songs aligned with their lived experiences. Similarly, I felt like it was
significant to choose Black voices for themes because representation matters. The themes reflect
more than just representation but a community within the Black culture including art, media, and
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popular culture. Art, media, and popular culture are a way to connect and create community with
the Black community with information and stories that are not always able to be expressed using
their own words. I found power in highlighting Black voices that empower Black people in
naming the themes.
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Table 4-1
Participant Overview
Pseudonym

Artist

This Is
America

Childish Gambino
(2018)

Keep Ya Head
Up

Tupac Shakur
(1993)

Respect

Aretha Franklin
(1967)

Complexion

Kendrick Lamar
(2015)

“I did not experience colorism because I was
light-skin but my sister because she was darkskin” (personal interview, November 7, 2020)

I love myself; I no longer need Cupid
Enforcin' my dark side like a young George Lucas
Light don't mean you smart, bein' dark don't make you
stupid.

Conqueror

Estelle (2015)

“I did not have perfect upbring and I struggle in
undergrad. I was homeless but I graduated”
(personal interview, November 10, 2020)

The O’Jays (2001)

“I gained sisters and family, ones that I talked to
every day like, especially during this
pandemic” (personal interview, November 7,
2020).

We all make mistakes
You might fall on your face
But I am a conqueror.
It's so nice to see all the folks you love together sitting
around and talking about all the things that's been going
down since we had a chance to get together. Nobody
knows the next time we see each other. Maybe years
and years from now A Family Reunion It's so nice to
come together.

India Arie (2009)

“Our place or where you're born, we're all
human. To be a true racist, you've got to hate
the human race. And that's what I feel racism
be a part of. Now, if you break it down, and
you say that you hate because of the ethnicity,
that's your personal reason, just to hate a

Family
Reunion

The Cure

Transcription
“I did not experience
racism until I came to America” (personal
interview, October 31, 2020).
“Do you let those words define you or do you
try to keep pushing? And for me? Keep
pushing. Keep going” (personal interview,
October 29, 2020)
“Comparing and fighting to better than their
peers” (personal interview, November 6,
2020).

Line from the Song
Don’t catch you slippin’ up (ayy)
Look at how I’m livin’ now. This is America.
Keep ya head up, ooh, child, things are gonna get easier.
Keep ya head up, ooh, child, things'll get brighter.

All I am asking for is respect, just a little bit.

Cause any cure living every single one of us.
The worst disease in the world is hate
And the cure for hate is love.
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human being is just racist altogether”
(November 5, 2020).

Dream and
Nightmares

Meek Mill (2012)

Rise Up

Andra Day (2015)

Underdog

Alicia Keys (2020)

What’s Going
On

Marvin Gaye,
(1971)

“I never went home freshman year of college
because my mom was abusive but my HBCU
was my safe place” (November 10, 2020).
“HBCU gave me an option, an opportunity, to
be something better than what I was”
(November 14, 2020).
“I graduate from a smaller or less well-known
institution (HBCU), I can still compete with
the biggest schools out there. It’s kind of, I
guess, maybe instituted that underdog
mentality” (November 23, 2020).
“So, my teacher was like you know what's
wrong and I explained to her what happened”
(November23, 2020).

I used to pray for times like this, so I had to grind like
that. They loved me when I was stuck, and they hated
when I departed, I go and get it regardless.
All we need is hope, and for that we have each other, and
for that we have each other We will Rise Up.
They said I would never make it.
But I was built to break the mold.
The only dream that I've been chasing is my own.
Don't punish me with brutality
Talk to me
So you can see
Oh, what's going on
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The two research questions explored in this research study are:
1.

What are the lived experiences of Students of Color (SOC) who have experienced trauma

during their K-12 education?
2.

How might attending Historically Black Colleges and Universities influence SOC with

trauma exposure during their K-12 experiences?
Participants Profiles
The participants in this research study all graduated from an HBCU. Five HBCUs were
represented in the study. Despite graduating from different HBCUs, the participants shared
similar lived experiences related to their traumatic racial experiences, and the healing
experiences an HBCU provided. All 11 of the participants identified as Black or African
American. Further, all participants graduated from the HBCU they attended. After discussing
their HBCU experience, each participant was asked to define racism and racial trauma to
understand the essence of their perceived experiences related to these topics. This was looked at
with the participants individually and collectively. As the researcher, I was curious about how
each participant defined racism and racial trauma and if it aligned with their experiences within
K-12 education. Furthermore, I wanted to see if the definitions had similarities and/or
differences. Participants were able to define through their lens how they perceived the ways in
which the world looked to them in K-12 education. No K-12 educational settings, HBCUs,
schools, or university locations were named to protect participants' identities.
Underdog shared their interest in the study because of the title “We Wear the Mask”
(Dunbar, 1896). It resonated with them because of their journey throughout life and their
struggles to achieve their goals. “The Mask” is safe and comfortable because showing up as their
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true authentic self is not an option because of their race and gender. Living through a pandemic
requiring everyone to wear a mask, people can now understand how restricted, smothering, and
breathless it feels. This is only a glimpse of “The Mask” SOC wears every day at school.
The funny thing about your whole study, and the title of, you know, we wear the mask. I
learned about that poem when I was an undergrad. And it's so perfectly described me, at
the time of trying to put on this facade, everything about me, is moving perfectly
according to plan and whatever. And I've never experienced anything detrimental in my
life, when in actuality, like my background was completely different from that. And, you
know, I wasn't expected to get to this level of even going to college. Like, that's a normal
thing. At this point, going to college is like graduating from high school. And I was the
first to do it. You know, and I still think about it all the time. Yeah. You know, a lot of
people, especially when I'm in court, I wear this mask, I'm the professional person, you
have no idea what I had to go through to get here (personal interview, November 23,
2020).
In Black or African American culture, people feel like they must hide their real identity due to
external factors such as racism, lack of trust, fear, vulnerability, shame, and hurt. In the culture,
POC are taught they have to live this double life or code-switch to make it in the systems
because showing up as yourself could be dangerous. Showing up as your true authentic self will
show the imperfections which connect to the trauma. The mask showed up throughout the
interviews, only allowing parts of the participants to show up. "In America, it is traditional to
destroy the black body--it is heritage" (Coates, 2015, p.103) The labels placed on these SOC by
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educators caused them to wear masks to show up every day. These traumatic experiences had
long-lasting impacts. "The mask" is to survive the systems that are put into place for POC.
Gender-neutral language and the pseudonym were “purposeful” (Patton, 2002) about the
experience with a phenomenon of interest (Cresswell & Plano Clark, 2011) for two reasons.
First, as a researcher, I choose to use gender-neutral language to protect my participants'
identities further. Second, the pseudonyms were chosen based off the participants interviews. For
example, Underdog (Keys, 2020), expressed the one thing they wanted people to know about
their HBCU is that it “instilled the underdog mentality because I’ve seen people from our HBCU
have been incredibly successful. Like, if they can do it; I can do it too” (personal interview,
November 18, 2020). A limitation to using gender-neutral language participation was not sharing
the lived traumatic (racial) experiences based on gender.
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Table 4-2
Participant K-12 Demographics and HBCU Experience
Pseudonym
Age Ranges

This Is America

25-34

Keep Ya Head Up

35-44

K-12 Demographic
Experience

HBCU Artifact

HBCU
Experiences

Predominantly Black

A picture of graduation day
and Alumni t-shirt.

Support, Belonging,
Preparedness, Sorority/
Fraternity

Athletic Jersey from the team
they played on.

God, Love, Appreciation

Matching sweatshirt with best
friend that was purchased
before graduation. Makes
them feel warm and cozy.

Welcoming, Extended
family

Proud

A mask that was made by
their friend who is now family
to them.

Family, welcoming, voice
mattered

Dope

Picture from homecoming.
Homecoming is a mindblowing experience. It’s like a
big family reunion.

Homecoming, My Family

Extraordinary and
happy memories

Picture of them indoor sky
diving for the first time with
friends/ family. Symbolizing
befriends who have been with
me through my first
everything.

Opportunity,
Homecoming, Help

My experience

Predominantly Black

Predominantly White
Respect

25-34

Complexion

25-34

Conqueror

Family Reunion

25-34

25-34

Predominantly Black

Predominantly Black
(Elementary/Middle)
Predominantly White
(High School)

Predominantly White

Reactions to Word
Clouds
Aww, this is
awesome. This
captures my
experience so well.
Small representation
of the love and
appreciation of my
experiences
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Predominantly White
(Elementary/ Middle)
Predominantly Black
(High School)

Black Greek organization
crossing shirt. Symbolizing
the bond, you have with your
line and organization.

Family

The participant wore joggers
for the team they played on.

Family

Capture my personal
experiences.

The Cure

35-44

Dream and
Nightmares

35-44

Rise Up

25-34

Predominantly Black

Alumni hat and degree, these
are items of my achievement.

History, Tradition, and
Family, healing

35-44

Predominantly Black
(Elementary)
Predominantly White
(Middle/ High School)

A hat bought by someone who
is an alum; it is a
representation of my
university. A greater
community that exists outside
of most HBCUs.

Tradition, historical, and
cultural foundation
Provided healing

N/A

Microcosm, sense of
community

Words have weight
and that is
overwhelming to see
those words in one
space.

Underdog

What’s Going On

35-44

Predominantly Black

Mixed

A shirt that represented a
close-knit community

Shocking and
confirming
Creative, welcoming,
and a nice reflection
of my experience.

Note. The thick descriptions of the 11 participants' artifact profile, K-12 school demographic, HBCU experience, and word cloud
reactions.
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Figure 4-1
Participants Overall HBCU Experience

Note. All of the participants’ overall HBCU experiences.
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This Is America (Childish Gambino, 2018)
This Is America completed their doctoral degree in STEM at a predominantly white
institute (PWI). They completed their undergraduate degree at an HBCU. The participant
attended a predominantly Black school for their elementary and middle school education. They
came to the United States (U.S.) for high school; they did not experience racism until arriving in
the U.S. The participant defined racism as the "system of one group that is superior to the other
group (oppression) in America" (personal interview, October 31, 2020). This Is America
describes racial trauma as "Not being afforded opportunities and having to live in certain
neighborhoods solely because of the color of their skin; that's traumatic" (personal interview,
October 31, 2020). They did experience colorism where they were from outside the mainland.
Keep Ya Head Up (Shakur, 1993)
Keep Ya Head Up attended a Predominantly White Institution (PWI) before going to an
HBCU. They left the PWI because they did not feel welcomed or supported and experienced
several macroaggressions and insults. They defined racism as “having power over your situation
or outcome” (personal interview, October 29, 2020). Racial trauma “stems from our ancestors
and grandparents and what they went through as far as injustice form Jim Crow and segregation”
(personal, interview, October 29, 2020). Attending a PWI was cultural shock after attending a
predominantly Black school for their K-12 education. Students at the PWI were asking them if
they “walk around with Uzis on their shoulder” (personal interview, October 29, 2020). They
completed their undergraduate degree at their HBCU then went into the military.
Respect (Franklin, 1967)
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Respect went to an HBCU that aligned with their religious beliefs. They graduated from
their HBCU. Respect wanted to attend an HBCU because they were tired of feeling like an
outsider or being the only one in their K-12 education experience. The participant expressed that
being one of only a few SOC was hard, “I wanted to feel a sense of belonging” (personal
interview, November 6, 2020). The participant attended a predominantly White school
throughout her K-12 education. Racism for them “is a social system that has carried down from
generation and oppresses the minority group; specifically, from White people to POC” (personal,
interview, November 6, 2020). Further, they shared (or stated), “Being a witness or being a part
of some racial experiences such as oppression, attitudes where it has left a marginalized group
feeling bad is racial trauma” (personal interview, November 6, 2020). They had the same teacher
for third and fourth grade “The teacher had low expectations of every SOC. We were always
separated and never allowed to talk to each other” (personal interview, November 6, 2020).
Complexion (Lamar, 2015)
Racism is not just Black and White; racism comes in all forms of bullying like the have
and have not. It is broader than skin color. Further, racial trauma can have something to do with
status and how people treat you. They make you feel less than. It can come from family, teachers,
or strangers. For me, that is trauma. I think for me, especially at a young age. You can hold on to
that. Not having a voice at a young age can become traumatic as an adult or turn into trauma
(personal interview, November 7, 2020).
The participant stated that they had some traumatic experiences within K-12 education
related to academics, which allowed those traumas to follow them to college. It caused them to
feel shame and guilt, which caused them to stop speaking freely out of fear.
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Complexion went to a predominantly Black school for their K-12 education. They stated that
they were “exposed to HBCUs at a young age, and they knew there was no other place for them
to complete their ungraduated education” (personal interview, November 7, 2020). The HBCU
was a welcoming environment for them to find their voice because K-12 education and their
family dynamics silenced their voice. The student later completed a master's in business
administration and furthered their educational career at a PWI for law school. The participant
stated that if it were not for their HBCU, they would have never found their voice to advocate for
themselves when dealing with systemic barriers attending a PWI.
Conqueror (Estelle, 2015)
Conqueror shared how their home life outside of the classroom was difficult. The
participant was not raised by their parents because of problems with substance abuse. They
expressed how trauma experienced outside the classroom did affect their academic performance.
Conqueror went to a predominantly Black school for K-6 and a predominantly White school for
7-12. They stated that HBCUs saved their life. They found family, love, and support at their
HBCU. They felt like someone took a chance on them, which allowed them to get out of their
environment, which was toxic. The participant defines "racism as White people hating Black
people because of the color of our skin. Being hated because of the color of your skin does not sit
right with me" (personal interview, November 10, 2020). "Racial trauma is a racial experience
that sticks with now, and it takes one little trigger that sets you back in that situation or event"
(personal interview, November 10, 2020). They did share they did have racial trauma in trying to
join the police academy. They are currently attending a PWI for their master's degree and miss
the support they had at their HBCU.
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Family Reunion (The O’Jays, 2001)
Family Reunion moved a lot due to their father being in the military, so they never felt
welcomed in their K-12 education. "Racism is being judged because of the color of your skin.
Being discrimination because you are different from someone else" (personal interview,
November 7, 2020). The participant does not remember an educator going out of their way to
make them feel included. "Racial trauma is any aspect of racism that affects your mental,
emotional and physical" (personal interview, November 7, 2020). They remember never being
invited to things outside of school because the White students shared their parents do not allow
Black people into their homes. The participant shared they so badly wanted to feel welcomed
somewhere because of their sexual trauma as a child. Family Reunion attended predominately
White schools throughout K-12. They stated it was not until they arrived at their HBCU truly felt
welcomed, which they did not get in their K-12 education. They graduated from their HBCU and
only finished a year of their master's at a PWI.
The Cure (India Arie, 2009)
The Cure attended predominately White schools for elementary and middle. However,
they attended a predominantly Black school for high school. "Racism is complete hate for
someone other than yourself. It could include discrimination, but it is not a Black and White
thing (personal interview, November 5, 2020). They recalled being labeled as not smart by White
teachers. The Cure did not like being compared to their sibling academically or their behavior
conduct. They defined racial trauma as “a stressful even or emotional pain based on someone's
personal experience due to racism, discrimination, or prejudice; any blacklist or mistreatment
related to racism" (personal interview, November 5, 2020). The Cure found graduating from an
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HBCU was the most rewarding experience. They found best friends for life, family, and mentors.
The participant was happy to see other Black people who were smart and not ashamed of it. It
was a place that provided support, was uplifting, and helped with being comfortable in their skin.
The Cure stated they went to a PWI for their Master’s degree and only finished a year.
Dreams and Nightmares (Mill, 2012)
Dreams and Nightmares went to a predominantly Black school for their K-12 education.
The participant defines racism as “people with power put themselves in the position to be heard.
They use their opportunity and energy against the oppressed” (personal interview, November 10,
2020). The participant conformed to the negative labels even though they were smart. Some of
the labels gave them a sense of belonging even though they were negative. They shared that they
experienced mental and physical abuse from a parent. Dream and Nightmares was only exposed
to their HBCU because an admission counselor reached out to them at a college fair. Racial
Trauma is associated with post-traumatic stress disorder because of racial things; they are
silenced due to microaggressions, which causes students to no longer feel confident in
themselves” (personal interview, November 10, 2020). Due to the participant having a previous
history with the high school counselor, they would not help them get into college. Their HBCU
was where they found family and learn to be their authentic self. It was their home.
Rise Up (Day, 2015)
Rise Up viewed racism as “an action that is fueled negative thoughts or feelings against a
race caused by pure ignorance” (personal interview, November 14, 2020). Racial trauma is
“mental, emotional, physical trauma that is perpetrated on a person because of their race”
(personal interview, November 14, 2020). They knew they experienced some traumatic events
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not necessarily connected to racism, but Rise Up did state, “I cannot remember the experiences. I
don’t know I blocked it out, but I know it happened” (personal interview, November 2020). The
participant experienced their parents getting divorced in elementary school. It affected the
financial income of the household. They shared that they were well behaved, kind, and
respectful, which caused them to be overlooked by their teachers. They wanted to be seen. They
went to predominantly Black schools for K-12. The only person that saw them was a Black male
music teacher in high school who graduated from HBCU. This was part of the reason why the
participant went to an HBCU. The participant expressed their HBCU experience as having a
family, people who shared the same lived experiences, mentors and faculty and staff who
genuinely care about their academics, and social and emotional health.
What’s Going On (Gaye, 1971)
What’s Going On went to a school that was mixed for their K-12 education. They
graduated from an HBCU. Their definition of racism was “using power to hurt people, because
of the color their skin” (personal interview, November 23, 2020). “A negative experience based
on the color of your skin is racial trauma” (personal interview, November 23, 2020). The
participant experienced racial trauma in their K-12 educational setting and during student
teaching. They did not experience a loving home environment, which affected their outlook on
life. The participant thought that it was normal, and everyone’s household looked like this. These
experiences have helped the participant advocate for SOC in the classroom. They also used their
platform as an educator to expose their students to HBCUs.
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Themes
The data was examined for the 11 participants. Below, I present the themes or essences
that emerged based on the analysis of the participants’ interviews, artifacts, and stimulus
responses. The themes are placed in alignment with the two research questions. The themes
embrace the essence of the phenomenon of the participants’ lived experiences. Two of the seven
themes center around the participants’ HBCU experience. The other five themes focus on the
live perceptions around racial trauma experiences in K-12 educational settings.
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Table 4-3
Themes and Sub Themes Research Question One
Theme

The deepest wellness (Burke Harris, 2018)
The Hate U Give (Thomas, 2017)
"This debt we pay to human guile" (Dunbar,
1896)
"I'm too proud to bend and too poor to break"
(Angelou, 1987)

"With torn and bleeding hearts we smile"
(Dunbar, 1896)

Subthemes
Adverse Childhood Experiences
Colorism vs. Racism
Racial Trauma vs. Traumatic Experiences
Racism and Racial Trauma
Power Dynamics
Misuse of Power
Perpetuated Labels
Biases
Microaggression
Negative descriptions of SOC
School Track
Financial Hardship/ Financial Assistance
Lack of Resources/ Preparation
Sense of Belonging
Resiliency/ Healing
Mentorship/ Representation
Parental Involvement/ Parental Engagement

Note. Themes and subthemes associated with research question one.
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Overview of Themes from Research Question One
Research question one is: What are the lived experiences of SOC who have experienced
trauma during the K-12 education? The emergent codes were collapsed from the participants'
interviews into five themes, which capture the essence of SOC experiences within K-12
educational settings. The themes related to the research questions are:
•

The deepest wellness (Burke Harris, 2018)

•

The Hate U Give (Thomas, 2017)

•

"This debt we pay to human guile" (Dunbar, 1896)

•

"I'm too proud to bend and too poor to break" (Angelou, 1987)

•

"With torn and bleeding hearts we smile" (Dunbar, 1896)
The themes were organized based on the connections between the racial experiences,

power dynamics, labels, systemic and institutional racism, and sense of belonging in the K-12
educational settings. The themes mirror the perceived experience of the participants. The first
theme, The deepest wellness (Burke Harris, 2018), further explains the traumatic experiences the
participants experienced inside and outside the school walls. The second theme, The Hate U Give
(Thomas, 2017), discusses the misuse of power with educators within K-12. The third theme,
"This debt we pay to human guile," examines this deceitfulness of the lies of the perpetuated
labels and dealing with the daily struggle of being something they are not. The fourth theme,
"I'm too proud to bend and too poor to break," speaks to the pushout SOC feels due to systemic
and institutionalized racism related to school tracking programs, lack of resources, and financial
hardships experienced their childhood. The fifth theme, "With torn and bleeding hearts we
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smile," shows the resiliency and SOC found through mentorship and their HBCU. In the
following sections, participants' quotes will support the themes.
The Deepest Wellness. (Burke Harris, 2018) All 11 participants experienced adverse childhood
experiences (ACEs) of four or more outside the classroom. ACEs are defined as a traumatic or a
possible traumatic childhood experience such as abuse, witness violence, substance abuse, or an
absent parent (CDC, 2020). Nadine Burke Harris (2015) calls these types of events toxic stress.
Toxic stress is associated with chronic health issues in their adulthood. ACEs can affect
educational outcomes (CDC, 2020). The groups experiencing four or more ACEs were minority
groups based on race/ ethnicity and women (CDC, 2020). Before attending K-12 schools and
outside of the K-12 setting, participants were battling with traumatic events. Whereas, schools
were supposed to be a safe place, instead, they often ended up being a place where SOC was
retraumatized or further traumatized.
Underdog’s lived experience provides an example of how school worsens the trauma that
SOC carry into the school. Underdog’s experience is emblematic of the experience of many
SOC:
I was raised by my dad and dealing with the fear of my dad maybe getting killed by these
white people in the small town that didn't want him to challenge them. So, one of the
artists that my dad worked with, had gotten murdered. And they claim that he had shot
himself. But apparently, he shot himself in the back of the head with shotguns, which, as
you know, is not really possible. And the reason why this happened was because he was
like dating the sheriff's daughter, and sheriff was White and so was his daughter. I was
scared with my dad looking into that, and raising awareness about it, that he would also
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be killed, I had nightmares about it all the time. And it's kind of brought me to the place
of what if something happened, something happened to me (personal interview,
November 23, 2020).
Underdog expressed two fears: 1) their father being killed, 2) never fitting in their community
and at school due to their skin color. According to the APA (2013) having a death threat of a
family member is a traumatic event. The constant thought of going to school and not coming
home to their dad was a frightening experience. Underdog feared they would become an orphan
because their mother was not in their life. The fear steamed from a family friend being murdered
by White people who did not approve of him dating their daughter. Furthermore, remembering
details of this Black death is further traumatizing because they knew it could have easily been
their father. The killing of Black men for dating White women has been something that has been
going on throughout history. In 1955 Emmett Till was a 14-year-old boy murdered by White
men because a White woman made up story that was not true. This story still affects the Black
race.
Second, Underdog addressed a lack of a sense of belonging, “So, there was that kind of
fear one hand, and attempt to fit in on the other” (personal interview, November 23, 2020).
Morris (2015) discusses how Black females are being pushed out of the educational system right
behind Black males because of educators' fear, biases, and racism against Black females. “So,
educationally, I tried to kind of dumb it down to fit in” (personal interview, November 23, 2020).
Trauma response behaviors associated with Black females are disassociation, aggression,
disrespect, hyperarousal, and unfriendly, negatively associated behavior problems in education.
These are invisible things they carried them into the classroom. “I'm just trying to learn, you
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know, but those things were taken negatively or perceived negatively” (personal interview,
November 23, 2020). Their HBCU was their safety net from their worries of the world.
Conqueror’s experience offered further examples of adverse childhood experiences, and
the struggles children carry into the classroom.
My background, experience was rough. So, anyone outside of my grandparents, you can't
talk to me in the tone that you're talking to me. Um, you can't discipline me the way that
you're trying to discipline me because you're not you're not my grandmama or my
granddad. I felt the same way about my mom and my dad too. But you did not raise me.
You two both choose to get high before rising your children so no you can't discipline
me. So no, you can't (personal interview, November 10, 2020).
Conqueror felt this way about everyone unless you were a Black teacher and her grandparents.
“Because my Black teachers that I had-it was like a mom thing” (personal interview, November
10, 2020). Conqueror’s behavior would be considered combative, argumentative, or defiant
behavior within K-12 educational settings. Furthermore, these are labels that are often used to
describes Black females in K-12 education. Based on gender, the participants experienced
different traumatic experiences. The Black male participants embodied the negative labels they
were given, such as class clown, not smart, never following directions, or a behavior problem.
The Black female participants were often silent in the classroom by telling them they were too
loud, dumb, or negative, which cause them not to be active in class or scare to advocate for
themselves.
Another term used for Conqueror’s behavior was Oppositional Defiant Disorder.
However, if the educators in Conqueror’s life would have took the time to build a relationship
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with this student, they would have realized that their traumatic experiences outside of school
induced this behavior inside the school. Conqueror viewed it as a defense mechanism and
wanted to be treated with respect. As a researcher, I viewed it as a survival mechanism for the
fight, flight or freeze response. Their response was to fight by advocating for themselves and
demanding respect.
Family Reunion provides context to how schools are not a “safe” space for SOC. They
explained how important it was for them to feel welcomed and connected at school.
Teachers did their bare minimum. I can't think of any teacher who I can say, who I truly
feel like this teacher really care about me. This teacher really, no, yeah, I can't think of
any teachers at that age. As a side bar, I feel like school should have been my safe haven
or I wanted it to be my safe haven at the time just because I went through some sexual
trauma at that age as well. So, for me school should have been my safe haven at that
point, you know (personal interview, November 7, 2020).
There is a prevailing stereotype that Black girls need less nurturing, less support, less comfort,
and are more independent than their White counterparts. (Epstein, Blake & González, 20017).
This connects to how Family Reunion’s teachers viewed her as not needing to feel welcomed in
the school even though Family Reunion was a new student. Family Reunion wanted school to a
place where they felt safe and welcomed. Family Reunion did not feel that way at home after
being sexually abused. Family Reunion also shared that they moved around a lot, even to
different countries, because their stepdad was in the military. Their K-12 school environment did
not offer safety or welcoming. Their HBCU provided them with the welcome and loving
environment they were missing in K-12 education.
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This Is America shared a context often overlooked with SOC; they battled racism and
colorism within their own communities and families.
I'm from an island originally, and we don't have racism necessarily there. It's more like
colorism, right. I grew up where I didn't even have to identify as Black. I was just
(Blank). But I did have struggles with being darker than my friend, or, you know, having
different hair texture, and some other people where there's opportunities where if you're
super light skinned, you probably be favored over someone who has darker skin, which, I
guess is the same concept, except when white people are obviously lighter than Black and
Brown people (personal interview, October 31, 2020).
This Is America did not experience racism until they arrived in America. It was hard to process
for This Is America. They did explain the experiences of prejudice in their country through
colorism but not racism. Colorism refers to POC being discriminated against because of their
skin tone. This dates to the 20th century when Black families and communities tested a person's
privilege based on a brown paper bag. The POC with skin matching the lighter brown paper bag
were treated with more privilege.
But it's more of a systemic racism thing, like everything about America supports White
over Black and Brown versus back home. There was it was more so prejudice, but based on what
they watched, like a lot of things I watched on TV. Americas having bias towards Black people
was because of what I saw on TV. Which was American television, right? So, like, if you look
at, even like those African movies, there, you will see differences in like, you know, one person
favoring a lighter skinned African over a brown skinned African, but it wasn't so much like a
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systemic uprise of like, this entire group of people is treated unfairly. And there's not opportunity
to and people just have prejudiced towards them (personal interview, October 31, 2020).
Furthermore, This Is America did not feel the systemic barriers until entering the school
system in American and being told they were not being truthful about their correct grade and
must provide documentation. Also, being called the N-word for the first time and not
comprehending why they were called something other than their name. They did not identify
with their race at the time just their ethnicity. In America, they felt they had to pick a side and
identify with a race. They have experienced traumatic racial events in K-12 educational settings,
PWIs, and as a researcher of color all in America.
The Hate U Give. (Thomas, 2017) This section discusses the participants' experiences with
educators misusing their power. This misuse of power comes in power dynamics, which creates
fears and, harms and, humiliates while taking away the voices of students of color (SOC). These
types of events cause mental and emotional fatigue for SOC. This fatigue causes SOC to feel
unmotivated, shameful, and helpless in an environment that is supposed to be nurturing and safe.
However, these school environments are hostile, terrifying, and biased. Further, if these students
do not feel safe at home or school, where do they get the support, they need.
Dreams and Nightmares experienced their high school guidance counselor’s lack of trust.
My guidance counselor refused to write me a recommendation. I had a great GPA. I was number
two in my class. I had a great ACT and SAT score. However, even still, my behavior outshines
[for] some people my grade. My guidance counselor told me I needed to go to a community
college because I needed to grow up (personal interview, November 10, 2020).
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The participant had the counselor as a teacher for eight grade and tenth grade before she was
promoted to their high school counselor. At graduation, they made sure their parents avoided this
counselor because they were afraid the counselor was going to tell them, “he got a lot of growing
up to do; that was a trigger for me because I need to get out of my mom house” (personal
interview, November 10, 2020). The participant shared that their parent was verbally and
physically abusive. Further, they attended a predominantly Black school throughout their K-12
experienced, which also practiced corporal punishment. There was a misuse of power by not
helping Dream and nightmare work towards getting into college because their former middle
and high school educator who became their high school counselor felt like they were not ready
for college. The counselor felt like due to their immature behaviors and being a class clown, they
did not deserve to go to a four-year college. The counselor felt like they needed to stay home and
go to community college regardless of their high academic performance. Dreams and
Nightmares was willing to avoid graduation altogether out of fear that the counselor would tell
their parents they needed to stay home and mature. They knew college was their way out of
several traumatic situations.
Underdog’s experience further confirms that biases and racism exist within the
educational system that hinders SOC from being confident and successful.
Um, one thing that really stick out for me. And I don't know if it was more of my emotion
or whatever. But that I felt where I was really, really wrong by a teacher was we had to...
I was in high school. And we had, like the I was very, very into science. And the science
project that I came up with has won first place in the fall semester, but we had to get to
the spring semester, and then we could qualify for the next one. My science teacher who
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was a White female allowed another students to replicate my project. Like she actually
gave them what we had. And because they replicated it, and were able to like, kind of
change it. It kicked us out of the running. And I was just kind of devastated. Like, why
would you even allow them to do that. Like, the rules were that they could not do another
project that had already been done. But she allowed them to do that. And I think that is,
maybe it's just my opinion, but I think that she did that. I could not present that my
project for regional science fair. And of course, that those students were White (personal
interview, November 23, 2020).
The situation hurt the participant because they worked hard on this project and loved science.
However, the educational system did not provide Underdog with justice. The misuse of power
and privileged from the educator by 1) taking a student’s project and giving it to another student
and 2) allowing that White student to take credit for the project. The power abuse of their stolen
project further confirms that biases and racism exist within the education system that hinder SOC
from being confident and successful. It also causes the student to lose faith and trust in the adults
and systems which are supposed to protect them. This loss of trust in the system had a lasting
effect on their academics, which was not overcome until experiencing the undergrad program at
their HBCU.
The Cure experienced firsthand the power dynamic and racism from their second-grade
teacher. This traumatic racial experience is an embedded memory they carry around with them
20 plus years later.
I have a funny story now; I am not going to lie it was a traumatic story being that I can
remember to this day. But for me it is a funny story now. My sister has always been my
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protector. My sister is two years older, so she can't be around me all the time. Second
grade now growing up I was label one of those troubles children because I usually didn't
do any work in school. School bored me; it wasn't exciting. I learned things fast,
definitely for my age. I picked things up quickly. So, school bored me. In second grade, I
was in AT classes (Advance training) in school but in second grade. I do remember
having a teacher. She just so happened to be White or Caucasian. So, I used to want to go
to the restroom a lot. I was found playing on time in the restroom one time. And that
made her start discriminate against me as far as using the restroom (participant interview,
November 5, 2020).
The Cure experienced discrimination because the teacher disagreed with their behavior. They felt
like they were not being challenged and school and were not interested in being in school. They
were acting out because they were bored. The Cure was labeled due to behaviors and lost their
restroom privileges because they were caught playing. Even though they were in the primary
grades, The Cure’s experience connects to findings that preschool teachers view Black boys as
behavior problems compared to any other racial group (Gilliam et al., 2016).
My traumatic experience was one day, I had to use the restroom. And she would not let
me go. So, I had to use the restroom really bad and I'm telling her, trying to convince her
that I don't have to go play the restroom. I have to use the restroom. She refused to let me
go, it was the last class of the day. She refused to let me go. We were doing body art. We
had to lay for this long paper, the construction paper so you know the long out paper
construction paper and trace your body. And I had to do I had to use the restroom. I had
to defecate. I had to do a number two. I had to get rid of myself. So, I could not go to the
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restroom, so I pooped on myself. And I also pooped on myself while laying on this
construction paper getting my body traced by my classmate. Oh, needless to say, my
poop wasn't a lot but of course I smell like poop. And I had to ride the school bus home
smelling like poop. So, my sister being my protector. She was right there next to me just
had me on the inside of the window. But some of my classmate seen what happened
knew what happened due to history of me and the teacher because again, I was labeled
troublemaking kid, but that was a torment (participant interview, November 5, 2020).
The participant further explained that it seems like the longest day of their life because they had
to go home on the school bus in the same clothes. The Cure remembers the color of the chart
paper they used to outline them “it was orange, it is crazy I remember that 28 years later”
(personal interview, November 5, 2020). The power dynamics caused The Cure to carry around
20 plus years of humiliation and shame. They try not to let this incident define them and keep
moving forward. However, it is something they never forgot.
“This Debt we Pay to Human Guile” (Dunbar, 1896). The debt SOC pay is the harm in the lies
educators’ belief told them through negative words and actions. They are not showing up as
themselves in school. Furthermore, showing up as someone else becomes a daily part of their K12 life. Noguera (2003) explains that due to race, socioeconomic status, and gender, Black
males. SOC are often preyed upon in schools for punishment. Whether consciously or
unconsciously, these types of implicit biases have harmed how they perceive school and the
systems they endure every day.
Keep Ya Head Up discussed the impact of words:
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Oh, man. So, in a negative manner, you know, I was called a dummy. Called a dumb
jock. I was told I was not worth two dead flies. I mean, during that time I mean I was
devastated. Because, you know, it's coming from somebody who, you know, who's
supposed to be there to, you know, help mold, and educate you. But then, you know, also
the social aspect. Because now, you know, you're being told that in front of your class,
and you always got the class clown, and they're sitting there, they're cracking up laughing
to dead flies. I had at the time, yeah, I was devastated. And, you know, didn't know what
to say didn't know how to feel (personal interview, November 29, 2020).
The participant further discussed that they did not let those words define them. They choose to
keep pushing, "Okay, I'm not worth two dead flies but guess what? Keep going" (personal
interview, November 29, 2020), even in their pain. They were grateful for parental involvement
because their father and uncle went up to the school to discuss the situation. However, "two Big
Black men asking questions" (personal interview, November 29, 2020) caused the school to call
the police on their parental figures. The fear related to the Black and Brown bodies caused
school personnel and administrators to feel threatened, and the police were called as a form of
intimidation to place fear in these Black men. The negative label of the student leads to two
biases 1) Black males are not intelligent and 2) the fear the school had against the Black family
members that showed to advocate for Keep Ya Head Up when they were mistreated within the
classroom in front of peers.
Complexion experienced what it felt like to be disliked through bullying and humiliation.
Their perceptions were that a teacher was supposed to be nurturing and caring.
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A negative experience for me, I would say was third grade. For some reason, my teacher
hated me. I was the smartest kid in class, but she hated me for whatever reason. I just
remember this one incident to where we were learning cursive. I had a problem writing
M's. of course, I have a M in my name so I'm gonna have to learn how to write cursive
M's right? My cursive M's were so terrible. I'm just learning them (personal interview,
November 7, 2020).
Complexion realized at a young age that their teacher had a strong dislike for them as a student;
however, they could not explain the teacher's actions, but they remember how it felt. Complexion
did not feel safe or like they belonged in this classroom environment. Teachers have the power to
set the tone for their classroom positively or negatively for all students.
She like made the class quiet down and had me go in front of the class to the blackboard.
She made me write my cursive M's. That’s all fine and dandy, but I told you my cursive
M's were terrible. So, when I'm writing my M's instead of her correcting me or at least
teaching me like she should had been doing. She (my teacher) pointed at me and was
laughing (personal interview, November 7, 2020).
The educator should have supported the student in feeling confident about learning something
that made them feel anxious. Instead, the educator took that moment and used her power to
destroy the student's willingness to be a part of the class. Furthermore, the teacher chose to
verbally bully the student through laughter which was an insult to belittle Complexion.
If a teacher is standing in front of you, laughing, with the whole class is looking at you,
what do you think the class is going to do? They're gonna laugh too like, instead of it being a
learning experience she was like, literally like making fun of me in front of everyone else and
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allowing them to do the same. I think like, that's one reason I don't like public speaking. I don't
like the attention being on me because it seems like everybody's pointing at you laughing when
you make a mistake (personal interview, November 7, 2020).
This experience for the participant had an impact on their voice as a student. The implicit
bias racial discrimination allowed the participant to be humiliated in front of their
peers. Complexion did not like the spotlight because of the “fear of being looked at and laughed
at” (personal interview, November 7, 2020). The incident impacted Complexion in their learning
and self-esteem in the school environment.
These participants know the lasting impact of emotional scars for SOC and how not
having their voices valued in their education was detrimental to their K-12 educational success.
They did not find their voices until they arrived at their HBCU. Further, there was a silencing
effect in their K-12 education. In contrast, their voices were valued, honored, and celebrated at
their HBCUs.
What’s Going On fell victim to an abuse of power by the librarian. Further, their teacher
used their power for good to advocate and support the student.
So, when I was in first grade. We went to the library we all went to the library and we
were supposed to be picking up books. I was at the end of the line for whatever reason I
couldn't find the book. I finally found the book that I wanted. I get in line everybody else
has their book, and the librarian who was White, takes the book away for me and says
this book is too hard for you. Now you're not going to get a book. So, she put me back in
line, so I was very much a student who always tried to do the right thing, you know,
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follow directions, listen to the teacher, I enjoyed participating in class. I went back to the
room and I was crying (personal interview, November 23, 2020).
What’s Going On was trying to process as a six-year-old why they could not get a book from the
library like their peers. What’s Going On even tried to justify the racism with empathy,
explaining that they were the model student. This made me think of how Black people have
heard the “quickest way to hide something from a Black person in a book” throughout history.
The Librarian felt like the Black students did not know how to read or wanted to use their power
to keep the participants from learning.
My teacher [asked] “What's wrong?” and I explained to her what happened. I vividly
remember this. I remember the library. I remember that the lights were off. I remember
that it was like a little bit of sun coming in. I remember the library like everything. I
remember going back to the library and then I felt like, Oh, I'm gonna get in trouble. It
wasn't registering to me that I didn't do anything wrong. But it's like am I gonna get in
trouble for getting this lady in trouble. Now my teacher was mad. Is she mad at me? Is
she mad at the teacher? You know I didn't really understand (personal interview,
November 23, 2020).
For What’s Going On the event's details were imprinted in their brain as a traumatic event.
Trauma experiences impact the negative brain stress that cause the body to go into the survival
mode of freeze, fight, or flight (Van der Kolk, 2014). The participant felt fear of getting in
trouble from both educators. What’s Going On was trying to figure out what they did that was so
wrong. They felt extreme guilt from this situation (Van der Kolk, 2014).
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So, we get there, and she tells me to go find the book. So, I get the book. I don't
remember a lot of words being exchanged between her and the lady, but I remember the
librarians body language. She was upset. My teacher told me to sit down and read the
book. I sat down and I read the book it was the Wizard of Oz, not the full book but the
kids' version of the Wizard of Oz. I remember stumbling on the word meek, I had never
seen the word before I didn't know what it meant so I was trying to sound it out my
teacher was so upset she mean let me sound it out, she said the word is meek, keep
reading. I read the rest of the pages and I remember the librarian, like huffing, puffing
and angry. The teacher said that she's going to take this book. She wants this book, and
she can read it. I remember being very confused about it at first and feeling a little guilty,
even though the lady had done me a disservice as the librarian, I felt guilty because I felt
like my teacher was upset with her (personal interview, November 23, 2020).
The participant did share that they felt like a weight was lifted after getting the book. They
understood that the librarian did not treat them fairly. They were worried about receiving
backlash after that situation because reading was their favorite thing to do. This incident had a
lasting effect on the participant. They remember every detail about the traumatic racial event that
took place in the K-12 educational setting.
Underdog recognized the cultural differences within their school. Their teacher used her
power to discipline the student for something she was permitted to, further using the power of
words to damage the student's self-confidence and self-esteem.
I had moved to another school that had more Black kids. It was different. The
environment itself was different. The teachers were different. They talked to us different
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than the school that I initially went to that was mostly white. My dad always said, you
know, don't let anybody put their hands on you, you know, but if somebody hits you, talk
to the teacher, let them know. And ask, you know, for permission to hit them back. Now
that I am thinking about it probably wasn't best idea. But anyway, I was in the fifth grade
at the time. We were in the cafeteria, my teacher for lunch, our homeroom teacher for
whatever reason wasn't there. The teacher that was watching it was my old 4th grade
teacher. This kid, he comes behind me any like, pushes me or hits me or something like
that. I tell her and I said, hey, he hit me. Can I hit him back? And she said, Yes. So, I hit
him. She got so pissed at me and took me to the office. I had to spend the rest of the day
in the office. When my teacher came back and took me out in the hallway. She said, “you
know, you're gonna go to jail, and we're gonna look at the paper one day, and we're
gonna see you in prison for murdering somebody” (personal interview, November 23,
2020).
Morris (2016) discussed how students are being pushed out of the classroom, especially Black
girls who often treated as women instead of children. The participant went home and shared with
their dad what happened. They are so thankful to have a parent to advocate for them. "I look at it
now, like this teacher, if I had not had the parents that I had, and the support that I had, while
she's telling me, oh, you're going to go to prison for the rest of your life, for murdering
somebody? You know, if that were all I heard, I would have believed that" (personal interview,
November 23, 2020). The participant recognized that there is power in words, and they can
influence a person mentally.
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“I’m Too Proud to Bend and Too Poor to Break” (Angelou, 1987). Even though the essence
of the participants' experiences has been humiliation, deceit, and oppression, they still endured
these traumatic events without giving up. They dug deep and found the strength needed to
survive institutions that were not created for SOC. These students do not benefit from wearing
these masks and lying; they only suffer because they cannot be their true authentic selves. The
“mask” keeps them protected.
Rise Up experienced systemic barriers POC face every day. However, those systemic
barriers caused them to feel shame in third grade due to financial hardship while starting a new
school.
The first time I felt shame. I forgot that it happened. It's more traumatizing. I forgot it
happened. I started going to a new school, in third grade. I didn't start first day. I think I
might have started like two weeks, or something. My mother didn't have money for
supplies, and a backpack. So, she gave me a whole bunch of school supplies in plastic
bags. I had to walk into my class with these plastic bags that had all my school supplies.
It was time to leave I had to take all my stuff home. I had to reach into my desk and pull
out those plastic bags again. That was a pretty bad experience. As a kid, I know that it
wasn't as bad as my mind is telling me. But looking back on it as an adult, it was pretty
messed up. But no shame to my mother. She was making a way out of no way (personal
interview, November 11, 2020).
The participant shared that they blocked many of their experiences out to survive. “I think that if
I had noticed all that stuff or been aware of it like I could have been. It would have been it would
have been detrimental” (personal interview, November 11, 2020). They expressed they did have
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a good relationship with their teachers. They held them accountable when needed, but they
wished they were not so overlooked. “Kid comes in with plastic bags and dirty clothes, it not
something you overlook” (personal interview, November 11, 2020). Rise Up felt shame and was
looking for an adult or an educator to recognize it and make it better. They built positive
relationships with peers that helped them get through everyday life inside and outside school.
Again, shame showed up in the form of financial hardship. Respect shared they needed
chose resources for college applications. Instead, they were embarrassed and discriminated
against by their counselor.
I would say, and in high school, I went to a private school. I was on financial assistance.
When going to see my counselor about going to college, I had no idea like how to go
about it, because my parents didn't go to college straight from high school. So, getting
assistance from my counselor about how I was going to go about applying for school and
everything. It made me feel me shameful. First, I was upset when I was told that I had to
go to a specific counselor in order to get the financial waivers that I needed to apply for
college. And that not all the counselors handle that or even knew about it, which made no
sense to me at that time. So, from there, I had to go to that specific counselors to apply
for all those financial waivers. There was something that she said, “since you're not able
to pay for, like, multiple college applications, it's better for you to apply for schools that
you know you'd be able to get into instead of applying for the norm of like, three reach
schools, three wish schools and three safe schools per say. I felt more shame my parents
couldn't afford to pay for college applications and stuff like that (personal interview,
November 6, 2020).
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Respect experienced institutional racism in the forms of microaggression, resources being
withheld, and financial hardship. The counselor felt they did not deserve a college of their
choosing because of a lack of funds. Respect was determined to not give up on college regardless
of a lack of assistance from their counselor. This experience is why Respect chose to further their
education at an HBCU.
This Is America recognized the injustice within America because “I started tutoring
people in undergrad, I realized the system for the first-time in education” (personal interview,
October 31, 2020). This Is America realized that the same resources offered to Whites and people
with money were not afforded to POC, which caused them to be behind academically. America
was supposed to be a better option instead of a life of marriage and children. This is America
came to the United States for better education and life; instead, they were greeted with new
barriers.
I remember even when I moved to the US, so it's a British system, but it's more equal
across country. When I moved to the US in 10th, grade, honestly, everything I learned in
10th, 11th grade were things I had already done, where I were from, which kind of made
me feel like the education system that is afforded to Black and Brown people in America
is definitely inferior to what White people have. I realized that's actually a disservice
right because Whites have more than Black and Brown students. They had like an ACT
prep type learning. For one, if you're in private school, you're paying, if you go to public
school it is free. My parents rarely had money, like ate school lunch, there was no going
to buy lunch every day. If they could barely afford that is definitely can't afford $8,000 a
semester for me to go to private school. So definitely the people who went there, even the
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other there were some, you know, Black and Brown people who more affluent people
(personal interview, October 31, 2020).
The participant also shared that they learned more first-hand about the systemic injustices in the
US educational system. When they arrived, they were told they were going back to the 8th grade
at fifteen. They were glad they knew how to advocate for themselves because they let the school
know that was not the correct grade. They had to jump through all the hoops to get in the correct
grade. For instance, they had to get a transcript from their school in another country, where such
things were unheard of. This Is America remembered the principal saying, "we'll accept this. But
when you fail, 10th grade, we're going to put you back in ninth grade the next year" (personal
interview, October 31, 2020). They made the honor roll and advanced to the next grade.
This Is America’s narrative revealed how the educational system is heartbreaking because
of multiple layers of systemic barriers. They had to prove themselves worthy of being in the
correct grade because of systemic barriers. This Is America was almost put into a grade they did
not belong to and was too smart for. Even though the principal had their transcriptions in hand
and knew it was the correct thing to do, they were still willing to punish the participant if the
school and teachers failed to help them adjust to a new school and new country.
What’s Going On also talked about the systems in which SOC are set up to fail. The
tracks were vocational, trade (workforce), or academic (college readiness) through the career
center in their high school. What’s Going On was placed in a vocational track because of their
behavior issues in middle school. What's Going On chose cosmetology to fit in even though they
had no interest in the field. These tracks lead SOC to believe this is all they will have in
life. What’s Going On later found that there was another track for students in special education.
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The students in special education classes were not given an option to be a part of any of the three
tracks.
I had very bad behavior in eighth grade. I was way smarter than the kids I was hanging
out with, I just wanted to belong. So, because of that I was placed in the career track. I
started to be less of a follower and over that summer I grew up a whole lot. I learned
about the human services program so initially I was like well maybe I could be a social
worker because the teacher who taught the classes, was social worker (personal
interview, November 23, 2020).
What’s Going On realized that they were denied access to the academic track due to behavior,
which prevented them from being first in their graduating class. Having a lack of parental
involvement affected their success; they had no one to advocate for them. What's Going On
wondered, "if everyone had the same access to the curriculum or to choose tracks, how would
life look different for some of my Facebook friends" (personal interview, November 23, 2020)?
My first thought was it is very odd that just based on behavior somehow, I ended up over
there with those students who I know now as a teacher looking back on things with kids
who couldn't read, who were in special education classes. Students who hadn't passed
their proficiency. Eventually I got moved, ‘you need to be taking these advanced honors
courses’, and all of a sudden, I ended up being sent to these rooms with these kids. It was
a whole group of students, they had them separated from us. So, I always thought that
was funny because I graduated number three in my class. They would have a Black boy
be number one for the first time ever. So, they decided to put those weights in, and it
knocked me out because I didn't have access to those courses my first two years. They
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have me over here with the students that maybe if we just put them in something that's
more career focused vocational focus, we can get them to graduate. It's not like I had a
parent who would have known that and say why is my child not taking advanced classes
and things like that, you know. She sent me to school. As long as nobody called, she
never checked on anything. She wouldn't have known that that was you know a thing
(personal interview, November 23, 2020).
Educators have the power to interrupt these systems which could change a student's life. Second,
being denied the honor of being first in their class because the school felt like having a Black boy
for the first time was more worthy than doing what was right or allowing both students to be
number one. What's Going On was initially denied the resources they needed to be successful.
Despite the systemic barriers, they were still resilient and graduated top of their class.
“With Torn and Bleeding Hearts We Smile” (Dunbar, 1896). These participants have paid a
heavy debt to the educational system. They had to smile through the constant reminders of their
place in the world. They have endured these traumatic (racial) experiences while wearing a
mask; however, the SOC were empowered and built resilience through parental involvement,
positive student-teacher relationships, mentors, and activities that built their self-esteem and selfconfidence.
Conqueror shared they finally their sense of belonging through extracurricular
activities. These activities were also a way to escape from the life they had outside of school.
I danced; I ran track. I joined a lot of organizations. Just give me something to do. So, I
did have to think about what I have experienced or what I was going through. Or
anything of that nature (participant interview, November 10, 2020).
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Conqueror shared further that their home environment was not loving or welcoming. This why
they were trying a place to belong that was welcoming and nurturing at school.
My household let's talk about how your day was. What you need from us? When
everybody's angry, nobody talked, no one communicated. Like, waited a couple days in
then everybody was cool again. So, lack of effective communication. I also, went to a
mentoring group in high school, called project butterfly. They helped; it was kind of
group therapy for young women in foster care. Helped to mold us into women or tried to.
it was the best experience of my life. I needed it; I feel like I need it now (participant
interview, November 10, 2020).
The participant discussed that participating in various activities helped her survive everyday life
inside and outside school. However, they did not start the real work of healing until they arrived
on the campus of their HBCU.
What’s Going On found it was not until high school when a teacher believed in their
academic success. Then their teacher suggested them to join an activity at school. They wanted
to be a part of different activities and clubs but due lack of resource “I never I wanted to join
activities when I was a little bit, my mom would always say like ‘nope that cost money’”
(personal interview, November 23, 2020). Sense of belonging for What’s Going On was
important throughout their life.
At one point I did join the Girl Scouts, but it was like, I did not feel like I belong, I was
the only Black girl there. They would talk about bringing money for stuff. Then I was
like oh God I finally got my mama to join this let me join this activity and now they're
going to ask for money. I'm going to be embarrassed because I'm not going to have it. So,
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I told my mom I didn't like it. She didn't take me back (personal interview, November 23,
2020).
The participant shared their struggle with wanting to be a part of something, but could not
because of financial obligations. They wanted to feel like they belonged somewhere and wanted
to see someone who looked like them. Being part of a group and seeing people who looked like
them in the group was important. It took until their junior year to feel like they belonged
somewhere in K-12 educational settings when they joined extra curriculum activities.
Somebody got me to join an activity. I was able to feel a little bit connected and
comfortable. I felt like I could be on a team, and I can add something to the team, not me
answered our teachers' questions in class or getting A's on my assignment. But I joined
the softball team, and we won the game or volleyball, and we won the game, or one of
my teammates who's older than me, you know, she a senior and she tells me you're doing
really good. Like, that kind of stuff I started to be in search of those types of experiences.
And that was, that was more therapeutic than anything because it was a self-esteem
booster for me (personal interview, November 23, 2020).
Further, they found their sense of belonging at an HBCU, "It provided a sense of community,
even when I wanted to quit and go home, someone was there to stop me from making a bad
decision" (personal interview, November 23, 2020). It started a healing process for them because
they found where they belong.
Respect expressed that sense of belonging looked like seeing educators who looked like
them. Finding trusted adults who shared the same lived experiences vent and teach them how to
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navigate these systems that require SOC to show up with a smile regardless of their hurt and
trauma.
I would say the one during my high school career was being in like the Black history
class on my school, there was one history teacher that was Black, and he was very like
pro black and he was very in your face and being in his class and taking like electives in
his class. Just like finding comfort within his class, and then his wife also works at the
school as well. Being able to talk to both of them about like, what happened, or what
happened at school. And just like the different disciplinary action, and then being able to
do certain clubs and everything. They were very, they were like sources of comfort and
shelter within the school. I think just being able to talk to other people that have reach
high places or are reaching towards those places, being able to just talk to other peers that
has experienced some racial trauma within schools and talking about how we combat
slowly and together. I will say, that has like helped a lot (personal interview, November
6, 2020).
The participant had finally seen representation of educators who looked like them and helped
them navigate the systems such as discipline with the school. It further helped with some
healing. Their HBCU provided healing to them through the campus atmosphere and seeing POC
thriving was uplifting. "I am here. This is like the place that belong. Being that person, I would
say scars, just being like one of the only people of Color in the class to be one of many. "It's
motivational" (personal interview, November 6, 2020). They stated they no longer had to fight or
compare themselves to other SOC to be the best.
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The themes speak to the essence of the lived experiences SOC faced within the K-12
educational settings. The traumatic experiences were not always racial, but they were traumatic.
Telling their stories and their experiences with educational settings can shed a small light on the
lasting effects of traumatic experience inside and outside school. Hopefully, it helps educators
understand and recognize what trauma looks like for SOC, their biases, and how valuing student
voices, sense of belonging, and relationships is essential to their SOC. Understanding the impact
of HBCUs from Black graduates' lens and applying these stories about their experiences
hopefully is skills that can be transferred into the K-12 setting.
Overview of Themes from Research Question Two
Research Question 2 is: How might attending Historically Black Colleges and
Universities influence SOC with trauma exposure during their K-12 experiences? For this
research question, the purpose was to explore the essence of the participants’ HBCU experiences
and their influence on providing a healing space for SOC. Two themes emerged within this
research question based on the participants' interviews: 1) "So, while once we asked, how could
we possibly prevail over catastrophe? Now we assert. How could catastrophe possibly prevail
over us" (Amanda Gorman’s Inaugural Poem - CNNPolitics, 2021) ? and 2) "This is for the
undefeated. This is for you. And you. And you. This is for us"(Alexander, 2019). The first theme
discusses the welcoming environments SOC experienced at their HBCU through support, hope,
representation, and finding themselves. The second theme on "the experience" at HBCU; even
through their struggles, pain, and traumatic experiences, HBCUs showed the participants how
strong they are. It showed them that B lack people are resilient. They made it to college and
graduated no matter the circumstances.
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Table 4-4
Themes and Sub Themes Research Question Two
Theme
"So, while once we asked, how could we possibly prevail over
catastrophe? Now we assert. How could catastrophe possibly
prevail over us" (Amanda Gorman’s Inaugural Poem CNNPolitics, 2021)?
"This is for the undefeated. This is for you. And you. And
you. This is for us" (Alexander, 2019).

Subthemes
Welcoming Environment
Belonging
Acceptance
Support
An Experience
Sense of Community
Representation
Village
Shared Lived Experience

Note. Themes and subthemes associated with research question two.
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"So, While Once We Asked, How Could We Possibly Prevail Over Catastrophe? Now We
Assert. How Could Catastrophe Possibly Prevail Over Us?" (Amanda Gorman’s Inaugural
Poem - CNNPolitics, 2021). This theme discusses the systemic and institutional barriers SOC
face every day. Furthermore, they share the healing of finding an intuition that gave them a sense
of belonging, acceptance, and support. Keep Ya Head Up experienced traumatic racial events in
K-12, and at a PWI, their HBCU provided them with the support they needed to be successful.
"Go to an HBCU, you know what any HBCU is better than going to none. There is no
experience like it" (Keep Ya Head Up, personal interview, October 29, 2020). Underdog speaks
about finally being with other smart people who like them and no longer feeling shame for being
smart. "I was with other smart people. I wasn't an outlier anymore" (personal
interview, Underdog, November 23, 2020). Each participant talked about how their HBCUs
provided them with a place of acceptance beyond K-12 education. "It helped me live beyond K12 education. In a sense of healing place but more of a place of acceptance" (personal
interview, The Cure, November 5, 2020). Their catastrophe did not define them; instead, they
rose to the challenge of healing with people who cared about them.
Complexion experienced being silenced throughout their K-12 education. Their power in
their voice, and this power could be used for good or evil. Being humiliated in front of the class
caused her to lose their voice as a student. K-12 have the power to pour into SOC, but instead,
they take from them because of their power in keeping the SOC oppressed.
I mean I know for me I didn't feel like I did not have a voice at a young age so if you hold
all that in, I have a voice now. Even my mom says it, your HBCU really helped you
branch out it really helped you find your voice. I was quiet at times too, but I feel like
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because the people I surround myself with were extroverted so of course their voice stood
out more than mine. But now I feel like I do have a voice like I can speak up, or I don't
feel as shy. They helped me with finding my voice. So, I think surrounding myself with
people who are confident in their voice or confident when they speak helped me become
more confident in myself and my own voice. It was a relief being myself and finding my
voice (Complexion, personal interview, November 7, 2020).
An HBCU for Complexion helped them find the voice that was taken from them in third
grade. Complexion needed the experience of an HBCU to help rebuild taken from them dues to
racism and biases. It was finding their voice came from representation, support, and healing from
an environment that was created to nurture and care for Black people.
The Cure felt like there was a better description to define their HBCU experience instead
of a healing experience. It was feeling accepted to them that matter more.
My HBCU was a place of acceptance, I would use that word instead of healing. We can't
say I am going to fix you up from it because I can't be fixed up for something that didn't
break. No, it was something that accepted you in as opposed to healing space. I can't say
healing because I am not going to say it was something hurt me, I am not going to be
defined by that I am going to say it was an experience. My college made me feel accepted
(personal interview, November 5, 2020).
For The Cure, they felt a sense of belonging at their HBCU. It was a place where they could
finally be smart and not be ashamed. It was a place where they would be held accountable for
success and not live in their sister's shadow. The Cure shared; it was a place to show up as their
full authentic self without negative consequence.
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So, it made me feel accepted in two parts. The first part was when I first got to school.
Me and my sister was in the gym bawling our eyes out because well was the last time you are
going to be in college. Ms. Benson told us to go talk to a gentleman name Mr. McDuffie. Go tell
him your story. He was the first man to me and say, this has made me feel accepted, "I am not
talking to your sister I am talking to you I am going to get you together and I will write this letter
for you. But what you are going to do is pass. This 1st year you are going to pass, he didn't ask
me. He was telling me I was going to pass." I was like really? I never had that before, So, I was
able to get into school. yeah, that made me feel accepted, helped me out and put his faith in me. I
was like dang I feel good about school (personal interview, November 5, 2020).
The participant was pleased that someone had expectations of them, but this man helped
the participant. The Cure felt like they could not have made it anywhere else, and they got
accepted Duke University for undergrad. They felt like a person instead of a number at their
HBCU. “My Black school found the funding and literally found it” (personal interview,
November 5, 2020). The participant graduated from their HBCU yet was not successful in terms
of the two PWIs they tried to attend.
Dreams and Nightmares wondered how life would have looked different if they would
have gone to another institution for their undergraduate degree. Their HBCU helped to step
beyond the labels that were given to them in K-12 education.
I think if I would have gone to that community college, I probably would have not been a
risk taker. I think going to my HBCU it allowed me to take risk and be vulnerable. Like I
took risk I joined a Student Government Association. I wasn't one of the cool kids on
campus and Student Government seemed like it was like it was for the cool kid. Joining
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my fraternity was risk. So, I felt like my university allowed me to take risk. Whereas I've
been Community College I would have probably played it safe. So, I would have
probably gotten a nice two-year degree and probably just gotten a job and not have a
career. If that makes sense. I would have never left my hometown, honestly, I would have
probably never left my hometown. And I've seen the ceiling stop for them where there's
no growth. My HBCU allow me to do that (personal interview, November 10, 2020).
Dreams and Nightmares shared their HBCU was a safe place from the mental, emotional and
physical they endured in their home. Their ACEs traveled with them to their HBCU.
After my freshman year, you know, that summer I went home because I had to, and I was
working at save a lot overnight stocking and working at McDonald’s because I was
giving money to my mother. I was paying the bills. I remember mom trying to do
prepared legal. I remember her telling me “if you were a real son you wouldn't go back to
my HBCU and stay here and help me do this prepaid legal.” I remember she pistol
whipped me because I said no. She put her nails in my back (personal interview,
November 10, 2020).
The personal struggle of being abused by someone who is supposed to love and care for them at
home is one of the traumatic events they still carry with them in their adult life. Dreams and
Nightmares had to set boundaries for their parent, and they do not have a relationship with their
maternal figure.
So, when I came back to my HBCU for RA training, I was hurt. I was embarrassed, I had
to take the Greyhound back from with the little bit of money that I had saved. My clothes
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were in garbage bags. It was it then I knew I shouldn't have gone home, and I was like I
knew then I was never going back (personal interview, November 10, 2020).
The participant later shared the importance of higher education working with students because
of not knowing the baggage they bring to campus. Being forced home was traumatic for them.
When the student was forced back home during the summer, they were put back in the traumatic
environment they were trying to get away from. The only safe space they had was their HBCU,
which became their family. It provided a place of healing with love, support, and faith.
This theme shows “the mask” SOC carry with them throughout life. The scars from their
childhood traumatic events at home and school are still there, but their HBCUs did help with
starting the healing process by providing a welcoming environment and safe environment for the
participants. HBCUs are “An Experience” that was so many things for the participants. It was
hard to put into just one word. The word clouds in Appendix H provide visual insight into the
“experience”.
"This Is For The Undefeated. This Is For You. And You. And You. This Is For Us"
(Alexander, 2019). The subthemes the participants described from attending an HBCU was an
experience, a village, and a place they finally belonged. "I was with other smart people. I wasn't
an outlier anymore" (Underdog personal interview, November 23, 2020). They felt like if they
went anywhere else for their undergraduate degree, they would have failed in their academic
career. The participants found relief being in the same space with other people who looked like
them and shared the same lived experiences without saying one word. They just understood. "It
helped me live beyond K-12 education. "In a sense of healing place, but more of a place of
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acceptance" (The Cure personal interview, November 5, 2020). Even though they had some
traumatic (racial) experiences, HBCUs poured back into them.
This Is America shared the importance of cultural competence with their mentor, who
was a White woman at their HBCU. They expressed the “experience” was different from the
other experiences she had with other White professors, but “I have tried to have other
relationships with certain White people, in grad school that didn't end up the same way, because
they were not culturally competent” (personal interview, October 31, 2020). Other White
professors tried to relate to This Is America lived experience as Black women in America.
Our HBCU had a lot of White professor running the McNair program. But they were
trained in a way to identify students' needs, and how to teach SOC the skill they need to
learn. Right, versus an undergrad, she was culturally competent. I didn't necessarily even
have to explain to her why I wasn't interested in school (personal interview, October 31,
2020).
Culturally competent looks like understanding, help, preparation for the next stage. This Is
America lived experiences as a student of color Students’ of Color and having a lack of exposure
to educational opportunities. Their mentor helped to break these systems by building a
relationship with This Is America to learn to understand who they were as a person of Color.
Further the mentor acknowledged This Is America’s lived experiences as a Students’ of Color
and having a lack of exposure to educational opportunities.
She knew I was not exposed to even know what a Ph.D. was; she knew that I didn't
know. And I wouldn't know until I was pushed, she would encourage me to go to like
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Thurgood Marshall conference to expose you to professional jobs so that I can expose
you to like law, business, and all of that stuff (personal interview, October 31, 2020).
This Is America’s mentor helped to process what they learned from these opportunities while
providing them a voice to choose what they were interested in for their academic career.
Then coming back, like it was, or was anything that sparked interest. You know, in
communicating with her all the time, like, I would explain to her like what I want to do,
or what I think I wanted to do, and then she would know, options, and will often tell me,
and give me the option to do that, Oh, well, you could do this, or you could do that. And
most often, we just applied to everything. But at the end of the day, she was capable of
knowing what to provide to me, versus like, if you're not culturally competent, and a
person of Color comes to you and tell you, I want to go to grad school, I don't even know
what grad school is (personal interview, October 31, 2020).
This Is America was given a voice to invest in their future with a professor's guidance. The
professor was interested in building a relationship with the participant to serve them better and
advocate for the student and set them up to succeed, not fail. This Is America’s mentor took the
time to do the work and learn about what it means to help SOC and be empathic, compassionate,
and culturally responsive.
You know, I was insecure about not even knowing what that school is. Then tell you, I'm
interested in neuroscience and assume neuroscience means this, it means going here, but
like you understand I need to go to a fully funded program, because I cannot leave my
family and become or give them more debt. I cannot go away for some program that
doesn't pay me. So, she only made me apply to things that there were other great
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opportunities. She would never, ever bring anything with an opportunity to go away for a
month or two, but you have to find your own housing. And there were times that I would
see like flyers and stuff on campus. This is cool; and she would say well, they don't pay
for this or that. But I have another opportunity for you. And so again, that cultural
competence piece where it's like, I'm already in denial of knowing or once you know
where to even start (personal interview, October 31, 2020).
This Is America wants White professors to learn what it means to be culturally responsive to
better serve SOC. Serving Students of Color means thinking about the whole student further than
academics. This Is America's mentor also taught her how to navigate these systems as a Black
woman. The important message here is that as a person of privilege, you must acknowledge there
are systems in place that prevent SOC from being successful before you can advocate for SOC.
I don't need you to do what you would normally do for your White students because that's
not what I need. Think about my situation, will this further put my family in debt. It's not
something that's going to make me feel encourage. She recommended I do the summer
research program going to Iowa, but she wasn't, you know, naïve. You're gonna go to
Iowa and have a great time, she said, it's gonna be a little different cultural experience.
It’s very White. A White woman saying that made a big difference. Then even when I
came back, we talked about my experience (personal interview, October 31, 2020).
The participant stressed the importance of having a mentor. They do not have to be Black, but it
does take a cultural competence to help SOC be successful. This Is America stated, “I would not
have finished a Ph.D. if it was not for my HBCU and my mentor” (personal interview, October
31, 2020). Their HBCU helped to prepare them to deal with racism within their PWI. Attending
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an HBCU for them was where they found support by preparing to break down the education
systems to prevent SOC success. Furthermore, they found a sense of belonging in a Greek
organization where they no longer had to experience racism nor colorism because everyone
supported and uplifted each other. They were all shades of Black and proud of it.
Conqueror spoke about their struggle to get to college but received help from another
student heading their HBCU.
You know everyone else has a parent or a relative, somebody to help them with their
college experience. I didn't. I went with some random guy off Twitter (to get a ride to the
University). I put anybody leaving from the state, I was from going to the HBCU I was
attending. My family did not like it. They did not support me leaving. So, I went to my
HBCU on my own. I thank God I met people who had extra. They would lend me stuff.
A lot of stuff clothes, underclothes and food. and even though I didn’t tell the staff at my
HBCU what was going on because I felt like it wasn't their business. The people that I
felt I could be vulnerable with to share my story. They were there to help me. The whole
entire time of my HBCU experience. I picked my HBCU on faith. I made a way and I
struggled. I struggled in undergrad from being homeless. I did not know where my next
meal was going to come from. Walking to and from work. Having to take a year off
because I had a balance. I did not have the grades and had straight F's because I did have
a way to campus. The faculty and staff that I did meet and made connections with; I still
have connections with. A family away from home. The family away from family. The
family I never had is what I got from my HBCU experience (personal interview,
November 10, 2020).
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The participants' childhood traumatic experiences followed them to college. They knew they had
to leave their hometown and go to college. “I know it is life outside of here” (personal interview,
November 10, 2020). So, they left with a pillow, a garbage bag full of clothes, and no money.
Their HBCU accepted them with their traumas and gave them a sense of community, family,
hope, and pride. It was all because an admission counselor helped them admitted into the
University.
Keep Ya Head Up painted a picture of what it was like to attend a PWI and be
discriminated against as a SOC, an athlete, and the city they grew up in. The professor expressed
her biases against Keep Ya Head Up.
I was put into a situation and one of the first encounters I had with my professor, first
day, she saw the football player and came to me directly and said, hey, you're given a
silver spoon. Don't expect me to take it easy on you. I'm gonna make life for you hard.
And I was like, wow. First day, I'll give you gave me the syllabus and gave me that
speech and you felt you had to give it to me why? So, you know, it was it was a culture
shock, being at PWI (personal interview, October 29, 2020).
Keep Ya Head Up experienced implicit bias on the first day of class of attending a PWI. The
educator had a strong dislike for the student because they were an athlete. The professor assumed
that because they were an athlete, they were given special privilege before getting to know the
student as an individual. Furthermore, threatening the student related to academic unethical and
bullying.
“An Experience” is what Keep Ya Head Up was greeted with when they arrived at their
HBCU. Firsthand, the experience was like having a professor find out their phone number, call
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their dorm room, and check to see how they were doing before holding them accountable for
missing their class. “An Experience” is describe as a second chances, care, love, accountability,
and grace for your family.
I transferred to an HBCU. You kind of have that bond at an HBCU. From an educational
aspect, one of the things I remember when I first got there was actually Dr. Strickland her
class was political science. I slept through her exam. She called me and woke me up and
said, Hey, are you okay? Very first thing out her mouth. Yeah, I'm okay Doc, how are
you? Okay, that's good. You know, you have a test today. Oh, shoot, I remember now.
She said, okay, as long as everything's okay, go get yourself some to eat and get your butt
over here. And I will allow you to same amount of time, take the test. At the PWI, that
wasn't an option for me, if I missed the test or slept through it. Nobody called to check on
me. I just slept through it and took an F. So, it was her. Dr. Higgins, I mean, she, literally,
she helped so many people with everything. I don't remember the lady's names, but she
would get on and talk mess about you, but she will let you in the cafeteria and eat if you
didn't have anything to eat. Dr. Yates, and so, you know, the list goes on and on is so
many people that touch and impacted my life at that juncture. They got it. They provided
true guidance and life experience. So many different things that I feel that I got from
attending the HBCU. They talk to you as an extension of your own personal family. Once
you have that bond, you know, people that you haven't seen in years, you can just talk
and cut up like y'all just seen each other yesterday (personal interview, October 29,
2020).
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Keep Ya Head Up attended a predominantly Black school for K-12 education and attended PWI.
Like several of the participants, they had a tough time adjusting to a PWI. It did not provide the
support, cultural competence, or blessings to help them not feel defeated. At an HBCU, the
bonds and the shared lived experiences helped the participant to graduate.
"The experience" provided the context at an HBCU. The impact for the participants was
healing, acceptance, and a safe place from their worlds. It allowed them to grow from their
experiences and become adults with voices that were no longer silent.
Summary
The purpose of the research study was to explore the lived experiences of SOC, the
trauma experienced as a result of the K-12 experience, and their experience of attending an
HBCU. The 11 participants of the study shared stories related to the ACEs, the K-12 setting, and
experiences graduating from an HBCU. The participants shared what they remembered from
their K-12 education. The participants experienced some form of a traumatic event within their
schools. Some of the forms were related to racism, humiliation, microaggressions, verbal abuse,
lack of resources, and stereotype-perpetuated labels. However, they shared the same lived
experiences they talked about HBCUs' impact after leaving K-12 education. Though specific
stories were unique, common threads included: an experience, a family, an unexplainable bond,
supportive, nurturing, helped, a community, sense of belonging, hope. These were collapsed into
themes which were labeled using book titles or poems based on the participant interviews. All
the themes were by Black authors, which was "purposeful "to highlight successful Black and
Brown people.
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Discussion
Research is formalized curiosity. It is poking and prying with a purpose.
--Zora Neale Hurston, Dust Tracks on a Road
Overview
The present study aimed to explore the educational experiences of SOC who were
enrolled, attended, or graduated from an HBCU. Further, the research critically sought to
understand the phenomenon of Students’ of Color lived experiences in K-12 educational settings
related to traumatic (racial) experiences and academic success. Chapter one provided a
comprehensive overview of adverse childhood experiences, systemic barriers in educational
settings, and HBCUs' impact on SOC after leaving the K-12 educational setting. Chapter two
discussed theoretical frameworks: Critical Race Theory (Crenshaw, 1988; Ansley, 1988),
Culturally Responsive Teaching (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2006; Dixson & Rousseau Anderson,
2018; Hammond, 2014; Gay, 2000) and Abolitionist teaching (2019). Additional literature on
types of traumas (racial, childhood, historical), ACEs, systemic and institutional barriers in K-12
education, and HBCUs' impact was also examined. The study's findings cannot be generalized to
all SOC; it allowed the researcher to see the common essence of the participants’ lived
experiences. Chapter three begins by discussing the methodology of the research.
Phenomenology research captured the data that was rarely present in the literature.
The participants' brave voices invited other educators, SOC, higher education, and researchers
into their lives.
The research tells the stories of SOC. Two different stories were being told within the
research for the 1) traumatic experiences in K-12 educational setting 2) HBCU experiences. The
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stories started with the participants sharing artifacts of their HBCUs. The stories were told
with pride, joy, and comfort. Further, the lived experiences of the 11 participants
using phenomenology were used to understand what traumas SOC experienced in K-12
educational settings and the impact of HBCUs after these traumatic experiences.
The research study was guided by two questions:
1. What are the lived experiences of Students of Color (SOC) who have
experienced (racial) trauma during their K-12 education?
2. How might attending Historically Black Colleges and Universities influence SOC
with (racial) trauma exposure during their K-12 experiences?
Data collection happened through semi-structured and conversational interviews, document
collection, and stimuli artifact response in chapter four. I conducted 11 interviews with SOC that
were graduates of HBCUs. Following the data analysis for the transcripts and artifacts for
emergent codes. I collapsed the codes into five themes for research question one: 1) The deepest
wellness (Burke Harris, 2018), 2) The Hate U Give (Thomas, 2017), 3) "This debt we pay to
human guile" (Dunbar, 1896), 4) "I'm too proud to bend and too poor to break" (Angelou,
1987), 5) "With torn bleeding hearts we smile" (Dunbar, 1896). Research question two, were
collapsed into two themes emerged 1) "So, while once we asked, how could we possibly prevail
over catastrophe? Now we assert. How could catastrophe possibly prevail over us" (Amanda
Gorman’s Inaugural Poem - CNNPolitics, 2021)? and 2) "This is for the undefeated. This is for
you. And you. And you. This is for us" (Alexander, 2019).

149

MASK OFF

Interpretation of the Findings
Trustworthiness was a focus throughout the dissertation process. Reflective
journaling allowed me to be aware of my thoughts, biases, and personal trauma triggers. It was
vital for me to focus and share the lived experiences of SOC in K-12 education and at their
HBCUs. I believe there is power in storytelling, and I did not want my own lived experiences to
take away from their stories. History has already created a narrative for Black and Brown
people. My goal was to uplift their voices and share their stories with ethical integrity. Exploring
the essence of the phenomenon with an open-heart and neutral mind is what I tried to do as a
researcher. The stimulus response allowed the participants to feel comfortable and vulnerable
enough to share their traumas inside and outside the classroom with me.
Furthermore, it was important for them to share their joy of being a part of an institution
that was created just for them. I felt the pride and love they had for their HBCUs. The following
chapter summarizes the implications of the lived experiences shared.
Discussion for Research Question One
RQ 1: What are the lived experiences of Students of Color (SOC) who have experienced (racial)
trauma during their K-12 education?
Five significant themes emerged from this research question: 1) The deepest
wellness (Burke Harris, 2018), 2) The Hate U Give (Thomas, 2017), 3) "This debt we pay to
human guile" (Dunbar, 1896), 4) "I'm too proud to bend and too poor to break" (Angelou, 1987),
5) "With torn bleeding hearts we smile" (Dunbar, 1896). However, these things can be placed
into two overarching ideas: the trauma SOC commonly experience in K-12 classrooms and the
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importance of creating a sense of belonging for Students’ of Color in educational settings. The
findings will discuss the lived experiences of the participants through their lens.
Traumatic Experiences
The participants discussed different things related to traumatic experiences. Furthermore,
those traumatic experiences were related to their ACEs faced outside of the classroom and the
traumatic experiences in K-12 inside educational settings. I found that not all the traumatic
experiences were traumatic racial experiences, but they did experience some traumatic
experiences depending on if they went to a predominantly Black school or a predominantly
White school.
According to Leary (2005), traumatic experiences can impact a person’s perceptions of
the world and their belief system. Underdog stated they were scared that their father was going
to die because he was a Black man, and he was advocating for other Black people (personal
interview, November 23, 2020) It causes SOC not to trust the systems they are a part of. Further,
not trusting or having a hard time building relationships with people that do not look like
them. Foucault (1982) discusses his theory on power. He believes that power has been used to
control a group, a class, or an institution. Foucault defined discipline as power dynamics and can
control and influence people's behaviors in institutions such as schools (O'Farrell, 2005). The
examples listed from the participants were humiliation in front of peers, assignment to vocational
tracks dues to behavior issues, shame/ guilt placed on them because of financial hardships, and
labels used to describe them perpetuated by racism and microaggressions. There were things the
SOC still remembered 20-30 years later. It affected the learning, self-esteem, and a chance to feel
like they belonged.
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Sense of Belonging
Throughout the participant interviews, the most powerful statement was they wanted to
feel welcomed; they wanted a sense of belonging in the institutions they attended. Often, the
participants did not feel a sense of belonging or connection to their K-12 schools. Booker (2016)
found that belonging contributed to student success. They discussed that having educators who
looked like them helped them feel like they belonged. Representation mattered to the
participants. Having teachers who built an authentic relationship with them through empathy,
compassion, love, and understanding meant the world to these participants. These were the
educators they flocked to regardless of race or ethnicity. They respected the educators who saw
them. The educators who allowed them to show up as themselves without the “mask”.
Mentorship and extra curriculum activities made them feel safe, and like they were a part of the
school. The educators who provided them accountability, tough love, and understanding were the
educators they remembered by name. brought the participants great joy to talk about the
educators that help them survive these systems that were hard to show up to every day. I leave
you with these words from Love (2019), “We want to do more than survive, and “abolition
teaching welcoming struggles” (p. 90). Love (2019) speaks about creating welcoming spaces and
belonging – it’s more than surviving trauma, it’s about creating a space that supports thriving (p.
93).
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Discussion for Research Question Two
RQ2: How might attending Historically Black Colleges and Universities influence SOC with
(racial) trauma exposure during their K-12 experiences?
Research question two had two overarching themes 1) "So, while once we asked, how
could we possibly prevail over catastrophe? Now we assert. How could catastrophe possibly
prevail over us"? Furthermore, 2) "This is for the undefeated. This is for you. And you. And you.
This is for us". The goal is to highlight the key findings within these two themes (Creswell,
2012). The participants' essence of their HBCU experiences was described as an experience and
welcoming environment. The research question was to understand how HBCU supported the
students holistically through success, achievement and completion. The teaching and learning
process at HBCUs is different from PWIs (Gallien & Peterson, 2005) through culturally relevant
pedagogy and traditional interventions (Boykin 1983; Watkins 2005).
Welcoming Environment
HBCUs have been assumed to have an environment that is welcoming and inclusive
(Booker & Campbell-Whatley, 2019) Furthermore, feeling connected, wanted, and needed while
having authentic relationships, growing, learning, and cultivating safe spaces helps contribute to
an inclusive and welcoming environment. "My HBCU was amazing, a home away from home, a
place of comfort. I never had a whole welcoming committee before" (Underdog, personal
interview, November 7, 2020). The participant emphasized the fact they found a sense of
belonging at their HBCU. Their HBCUs provided the participants with a sense of wokeness
(consciousness) and confidence in their race and ethnicity. They were proud to be Black or
African American. HBCUs provided the participants a safe space (Major, 2015) away from the
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real world of institutional and systemic racism, microaggressions, and traumas experienced in K12 educational settings. Researchers Holley and Steiner (2005) found throughout their research
that students learned better in environments and connected more to the instruction in
environments in which they felt safe. Administrators, professors, faculty, and staff at these
universities, regardless of their racial or ethnic background, understand the importance of making
sure students feel welcomed through love, support, and accountability through educational and
cultural standability pedagogy. "I feel like the faculty and staff are there to help you" (For the
Culture, personal interview, November 10, 2020). Love (2019) discussed that social justice
happens when an educator understands their students through joy, love, and value their culture. It
breaks down the SOC systems; it is the social justice and changes the world needs.
The participants described a sense of healing. They felt like it was okay for the first time
to seek mental health services, which has helped them unpack childhood traumatic experiences.
Further, they have been able to share their stories with other Black people who look like them.
All the participants arrived at their HBCUs with an ACE of four or more. They share that
these ACEs were due to neglect, abuse, a parent having a mental illness, or divorce, to name a
few. However, arriving at their HBCU campus provided a healing environment that provided
positivity through acceptance, self-efficacy, self-confidence, and racial and ethnic identity. Hill
(2003) discussed the importance of a village through kindships, a bond between a child and a
relative.
Furthermore, kinships tend to be stronger among Black families (Hill, 2003). These
family dynamics were expressed among the participants. A family, unbreakable bond, play
cousins, a second family, and a family away from home were some of the descriptions used to
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describe a sense of belonging at their HBCU. The HBCU culture was described as an experience.
The nurturing perspective is “faith in one’s ability to face the struggle with the support of the
community, a community that shares one’s struggle but encourages success” (Darrell et al.,
2016, p.47). The environment at HBCUs provide “nurturing support” despite their brokenness
because they understand your struggles and show you success is possible (Darrell et al., 2016,
p.47).
An Experience
A call for participants from HBCUs through social media outlets (Facebook, Instagram,
LinkedIn) for the research was like sending an invitation to my extended family. I had 103
people from HBCUs complete the survey. Every participant that qualified expressed the need
and importance of this research study, and they wanted to help because it said HBCU. They were
all asked to describe their HBCU experience. The descriptions that were provided were:
•

I would not have made it anywhere" (For the Culture, personal interview, November 10,
2020).

•

"We need Community" (This Is America, personal interview October 31, 2020).

•

"Would not have found the same type of people, my people" (Complexion, personal
interview, November 7, 2020)

•

"Homecoming is a mind-blowing experience. A big family reunion" (For the Culture,
personal experience, November 10, 2020).

•

"Being able to experience Black culture in all realms of my life. Black culture within the
classroom, this was something new for me" (Respect, personal interview, November 6,
2020).
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•

"Go to an HBCU, you know what any HBCU is better than going to none. There is
no experience like it" (Keep Ya Head Up, personal interview, October 29, 2020).

The experiences were built through extra-curricular activities, fraternities, sororities, faculty/
staff relationships, and service through advocacy projects. It is a place where you do not
have to prove your worth or sense of belonging. Finally, they were a part of the educational
system that supported them. What's Going On shared, "Racism is not going anywhere, but
HBCUs can still teach our kids and allow them to be part a community and learning" (personal
interview, November 23, 2020). The participants wanted the world to know that HBCUs are an
institution of learning, not a parting. It is a community filled with blessings, full of camaraderie,
Black history every day, Black pride, and a village. I was a place where someone finally seen,
understood, and build a relationship with them as a SOC.
Theoretical Implications
The participant shares their lived experiences within K-12 education, which were
traumatic and racial. CRT speaks to the prejudices related to academics (Dixson & Rousseau,
2018). Furthermore, CRT focuses on the injustices outside the classroom as well. Through the
lens of CRT, educators within K-12 can examine how they use behavior norms, policy, race, and
ethnicity to discriminate against SOC and how CRT can examine policies further using a critical
race lens. Further, special education has been used to place SOC in systems that do not support
or provide opportunities for them to succeed. Using a CRT lens shows how Whiteness as a
property has been used to increase racism and injustice within the K-12 educational setting.
Underdog’s stolen project, Dreams and Nightmares and Respect deprived of helpful resources
from their high school counselors or What’s Going On being refused a book because the librarian
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felt they could not read illustrate this use of power and privilege. Furthermore, it discusses how
institutions such as K-12 education have used these systems to misuse their power to prove they
are the inferior race. Counter-story telling is another part of CRT tenet I would like to use for an
implication. Counter storytelling could be used to highlight SOC voices, addressing racism and
biases within K-12 education and higher education. Providing a safe, nurturing, and accepting
environment for SOC while they are attending these institutions. The CRT lens helped to further
address and confirmed the traumatic racial experiences with K-12 education.
Culturally responsive teaching (Crt) is a pedagogy that has been used in the education
field to be culturally responsive in the classroom (Hammond, 2014). Crt is applied to both
research questions in the study. First, it allows for the application of Crt through a pedagogy
approach for educators in K-12 working with SOC with ACEs and traumatic experiences within
the educational settings. Crt focuses on high expectations, student-center instruction,
and culturally mediated teaching (Ladson-Billings, 1994). Throughout the interviews, several
participants felt that educators had low expectations of them, did not understand them culturally,
and did not try to know them and connect to them as a SOC. Second, is the application of how
Crt is used in the higher education setting. HBCUs provided a place to rebuild self-confidence
and self-esteem after the traumatic experiences from K-12 education and their environments. An
institution of learning teaches SOC through their lived experiences while providing a sense of
belonging, a welcoming, safe, and belonging environment (Gay 2000). Having a place to go that
provided them with representation, expectations and love helped them heal and succeed
academically.
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How could these characteristics and skills be transferred to K-12 education? How could
the models used at HBCUs teach educators about being culturally responsive? The future
implication would be to look at how cultural sustainability pedagogies could be used as a
theoretical framework for future research. Furthermore, discussing the importance of including
a students' culture in the teaching and preserving the SOC's culture through language, literate,
and linguistics (Paris & Alim, 2017).
Abolitionist Teaching is a way for educators to really build relationships with SOC and
build a partnership with their community by getting to know the child inside and outside of
school. It pushes educators to celebrate Black joy, which teaches SOC to love themselves. It
supports thriving and not surviving. It requires an educator to learn more about their SOC inside
and outside the classroom. For educators to accept SOC culture inside the classroom, they must
feel nurtured, loved, and safe. It allows educators to advocate for SOC in whatever form they
choose, whether it is “protest, justice center curriculum and teaching approaches” (Love, 2019,
p.89). It is a teaching that allows educators to fight for SOC “dreams that have not been crushed”
(Love, 2019. 90).
K-12 Implications
The lived experiences and essential themes from this research study have implications for
future research and practice. Discussing the critical issue of racial trauma within the classroom
could add to the literature of trauma-informed / trauma-sensitive classrooms. School districts will
need to recognize that trauma is an issue, and teaching resilience is essential for youth to be
successful inside and outside the classroom. Also, recognizing academic trauma and providing
training for cultural and racial biases within the classroom is essential (Kohli, 2009).
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Implementing trauma-informed care and using a trauma lens when teaching could
provide a safe and nurturing environment for SOC. The trauma lens allows educators to
recognize the role that trauma experiences can have on a student's current behavior and ability to
function inside and outside school. Creating schools that address social, emotional learning will
create a climate that creates a positive culture and school climate by restoring self-awareness,
self-confidence, and resilience. Trauma-Informed Social Emotional Learning (SEL) practice
helps children learn to survive and cope in various situations. Not all children face trauma;
almost everyone faces some challenges in life, meaning all children can benefit from learning
SEL skills to manage adversity (Gulbrandson, 2018). Trauma-informed care training should be
offered more than once a year and allow the teachers time to process and apply the strategies
related to trauma-informed care. Furthermore, the study will bring awareness to how trauma
affects SOC inside and outside the classroom and how it affects their social-emotional and
academic performance, and thus, success. Providing professional development to help educate
staff and professional to recognize symptoms of trauma experiences for SOC could change how
an educator treat and interact with SOC.
Higher Education Implications
The study focused on the role HBCUs played in providing a nurturing and supportive
environment for SOC. The participants spoke to how PWIs did not provide the same type of
support or care given at their HBCUs. The biggest disconnect between the experience of SOC
and the university while attending a PWI. My implication for higher education is to provide
professional development around ACEs and recognizing trauma symptoms for SOC. Further,
improving communication between higher education and K-12 education in relation to past
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traumatic experiences in K-12 education and how this knowledge could be used to help with
better providing service and support for SOC with a culturally responsive lens. Also, providing
professional development around culturally responsive teaching and biases through the lens of
Students’ of Color lived experiences. There is value in allowing SOC to have a voice and be
involved in their learning experience.
Implications for Both Institutions
The research allowed me to recognize the importance of building a partnership between
K-12 education and higher education. These institutions have been operating as two separate
institutions; however, there could be great value in working together to provide a safe and
nurturing environment for SOC. Both could allow SOC to have a voice in their education
through culture, language, voice, and acceptance. Next, understanding that representation matters
and hiring Black and Brown educators in these educational settings give SOC a sense of
belonging and support. Furthermore, looking at the whole student considering the lived
experiences of SOC inside and outside of the institutions concerning their traumatic experiences
will support student success.
Future Research
This research aimed to understand the traumatic lived experiences of SOC in K-12
education and at HBCUs. The data collected in this study provided rich content that can be a
springboard for further research. The impact of Predominantly White Institutions on SOC was a
recurring theme that warrants further exploration. Such research could explore how HBCUs and
PWIs differ, whether they started at an HBCU and later went to a PWI or vice versa. Several
participants reported experiencing racial trauma while attending PWIs. Realizing that overall
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success for SOC improves when they feel supported and have a sense of belonging, it is
important that PWIs address these negative and toxic experiences. Such attention would benefit
individual SOC as well as the university as a whole (Baker, 2013; Harper (2013); Hunn (2014);
Strayhorn (2012).
Additionally, understanding the intersection of ACEs, traumatic experiences in K-12
education, and higher education for SOC. ACEs have been shown to affect students' academic
success and affect the transitioning from high school to higher education (Schafer, Wilkinson, &
Ferraro, 2013). The intersections are that Students of Color come to higher education institutions
with ACEs on top of traumatic experiences within K-12 education. These traumatic experiences
do not go away just because they go to college. These institutions need to recognize what trauma
looks like for SOC and provide ways to help these students while at these institutions. Further
research to understand the lived experiences of SOC in these areas and how it affects their
relationship with higher education. How does this affect their college success?
Conclusion
My doctoral research was inspired by Nadine Burke Harris's (2015) work, recognizing
that the diagnoses are not always what it seems, that ADHD may in fact be the diagnosis, but
sometimes it is more and that more is attributable to adverse childhood experiences. As an
educator, it was my mission to investigate what trauma looks like for SOC and how it may
appear in K-12 classrooms. This research went further to see how traumatic (racial) experiences
affected SOC in K-12 education. Further, highlighting how HBCUs poured into these SOCs after
experiencing trauma in the K-12 setting offered a window into creating rich learning
environment for SOC. My hope for this study is to provide context behind numbers and statistics
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so that educators may see the stories that SOC carry with them throughout their lives. The
traumatic experiences from which they are working to heal.
Furthermore, it was important to me, that educators start to recognize the power they
have to uplift or tear down a SOC. That the systems in education cause biases (known or
unknown), misuse of power, silence voices, racism, and other traumatic experiences, all of which
affect academic success. Until we address the social justice issue and advocate for our SOC,
understanding their lived experiences with compassion, empathy, and trauma-informed lens, we
cannot give our SOC the educational experiences they deserve.
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Figures

Figure 3-1
Data Analysis Coding
Coding
RQ1

Line-by-line
coding

Open Coding

Themes

• 40
• 17
•5
• 40 codes
• ACEs, recycled teachers, sense of belonging, racism, racial trauma, school tracks...
• 17 categories
• Verbal abuse, perpetuated labes, colorism, misuse of power, mentorship, parental involvement/engagement...

• 5 themes
• The deepest wellness (Burke Harris, 2018) {Traumatic Experiences }
• The Hate U Give (Thomas, 2017) {Power Dynamics }
• "This debt we pay to human guile" (Dumbar, 1896) {Perpetuated labels}
• "I'm too proud to bend and too poor to breal" (Angelou, 1987) {Systemic and institutional racism}
• "With torn bleeding hearts we smil" (Dunbar, 1896) {Sense of Belonging}

Note. RQ 1: What are the lived experiences of Students of Color (SOC) who have experienced trauma
during their K-12 education?
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Figure 3-2
Data Analysis Coding

• 50
• 12
Coding RQ2 • 2

• 50 codes
Line-by- • Support, healing, wanted, needed,Black History, homecoming....
line coding

Open
Coding

Themes

• 12 catergories
• sense of community, found voice, sense of hope, family, culture
• 2 themes
• "So while once we asked, how could we possibly prevail over catastrophe? Now we assert. How could catastrophe possible prevail over us" (Gorman,
2021) {Welcoming Environment }
• "This is for the undefeated. This for you. And you. This for us" (Alexander, 2019)

Note. RQ 2: How might attending Historically Black Colleges and Universities influence SOC with
trauma exposure during their K-12 experiences?
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Figure 4-1
Participants Overall HBCU Experience

Note. All of the participants’ overall HBCU experiences.
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Figure 4-2
Individual participant’s HBCU experience

Note. This is America overall HBCU experience.

192

MASK OFF

Note. Keep Ya Head Up overall HBCU experience.

Note. Respect overall HBCU experience.
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Note. Complexion overall HBCU experience.

Note. Conqueror overall HBCU experience.
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Note. Family Reunion overall HBCU experience.
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Note. The Cure overall HBCU experience.

Note. Dreams and Nightmares overall HBCU experience.
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Note. Rise Up overall HBCU experience.
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Note. Underdog overall HBCU experience.
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Note. What’s Going On overall HBCU experience.
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Tables

Table 3-1
Participant Demographics
Pseudonym

This Is America
Keep Ya Head Up
Respect
Complexion
Conqueror
Family Reunion
The Cure
Dreams and Nightmares
Rise Up
Underdog
What’s Going On

Age
Ran
ge
2535
3544
2534
2534
2534
2534
3544
3544
2534
3544
3544

Gender

Race/Ethnicity

HBCU Status

ACEs
Score

Female

Black / Black

Graduated

8

Male

Graduated

4

Female

African American/ African
Descendant
Black/ Black

Graduated

6

Female

Black/Black

Graduated

5

Female

Black/Black

Graduated

6

Female

African American/ African
American
Black/Black

Graduated

4

Graduated

4

Graduated

6

Graduated

5

Female

African American/African
American
African American/African
American
African American/ Black

Graduated

6

Female

African American/ Black

Graduated

8

Male
Male
Male

Note. Pseudonym are based on song titles and will be further in chapter four.
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Table 3-2
Data Collection Process and Time
Data Collection Type

Stage I

Questionnaire

October-December 2020
10-20 minutes per
questionnaire
HBCU affiliation
10-20 minutes x 11
participants

Document Collection

Stage II

2.5 hours

October-December
2020 (Artifact)
15-20 minutes x11
participants

Initial Interviews

October-December
2020
1-1.5 hours x 11
participants
N/A

N/A

Total

Total Time in
the Field
2.5 hours

Artifact Stimulation
Response

Possible Second
Interview
Follow-Up Question

Stage III

October-December
2020 (Word Cloud)
15- 20 mins x 11
participants

7 hours

16.5 hours

N/A

0

December 2020January 2021
10 minutes x 11
participants

1.8 hours

30.3 hours

Note. Over the four months, the three stages took place. The data collection stage was based on
the participant schedules. The stage first and second transpired in late October 2020 and was
completed at the end of December 2019. The final stage started in December 2020 and was
completed by January 2021.
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Table 3-3
Data Analysis
Phase I:

Phase II:

Phase III:

Participant Interview transcriptions
reviewed with audio for correctness.
Time: 1.5-2 hours x 11
Total: 16.5-22 hour

Finalized participant interview transcriptions and
analyzed for possible emergent codes and uploaded
the HBCUs transcription into a word cloud database.
Time: 1.5-2 hours x 11
Total: 16.5-22 hour

The participants were sent individual
and a group word cloud for member
checking.
Time: 10 minutes x 11
Total: 1.8 hours
Follow-up question were sent to participants
related to the word clouds.
Time: 10 minutes x 11 participants
Total: 1.8 hours
Collapsing the open codes into categories
based off the content presented.
Time: 2 hours per research questions
Total: 4 hours

Journaling and memo writing to
bracketing personal opinions and to
mitigate bias.
Time: October- March
Total: 5 months

Reading transcriptions using open coding with pen
and paper. Then, line by line coding for emergent
codes.
Time: 8–10-hour x 3 days
Total: 30 hours

Codes were identified to ensure
saturation of the data based off the
interviews, artifacts, and documents.
Time: 3 hours
Total: 3 hours

Second reading of transcripts to affirm first round of
open coding. Codes were inputted in to an excel sheet
based off research questions. Research question one
had 40 codes. Research question two had 50 codes.
Then transferred to a document in OneNote to develop
categories and themes.
Time: 2 hours x 3 days
Total: 6 hours

The codes were then developed into themes
that connect to the research questions and the
codes.
Time: 2 hours x 3 days
Total: 6 hours

Transcribing and analyzing the
interviews and documents helped
with seeing emergent codes.
Time: 1.5 hours x 11
Total: 16.5

For open coding there was two rounds of reviewing of
transcripts and documents. The list of open codes was
added to OneNote.
Time: 2 hours
Total: 2 hours

Re-confirming themes with scholars to
solidify the codes to mitigate personal bias.
Time: 1.5 hours
Time: 1.5 hours

203

MASK OFF

Table 3-4
Guba (1981) Trustworthiness Construction Applied to the Present Study
Criteria
Prolonged
engagement
Peer
debriefing
Triangulation

Member checks
with
participants

Credibility

Dependability

Confirmability

✓

October 2020January 2021
✓
Expert checking
while coding
✓
ACEs/ demographic
questionnaire, interviews, and
documentation

✓

✓
Two weeks with
themes and raw data quotes
for support
✓
Mitigate
bias through the
context of the
participants' and
interviews
✓
IRB
committee and
dissertation
committee

Thick
description

External audit
Reflectivity
(journal and
positionality
statement)

Transferability

✓

✓

✓
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Table 4-1
Participant Overview

Pseudonym

Artist

This Is
America

Childish
Gambino
(2018)

Keep Ya
Head Up

Tupac Shakur
(1993)

Respect

Aretha Franklin
(1967)

Complexion

Kendrick
Lamar (2015)

Conqueror

Estelle (2015)

Family
Reunion

The O’Jays
(2001)

The Cure

India Arie
(2009)

Dream and
Nightmares

Meek Mill
(2012)

Transcription
“I did not experience
racism until I came to America”
(personal interview, October 31,
2020).
“Do you let those words define you
or do you try to keep pushing? And
for me? Keep pushing. Keep
going” (personal interview,
October 29, 2020)
“Comparing and fighting to better
than their peers” (personal
interview, November 6, 2020).
“I did not experience colorism
because I was light-skin but my
sister because she was dark-skin”
(personal interview, November 7,
2020)
“I did not have perfect upbring and
I struggle in undergrad. I was
homeless but I graduated”
(personal interview, November 10,
2020)
“I gained sisters and family, ones
that I talked to every day like,
especially during this pandemic”
(personal interview, November 7,
2020).
“Our place or where you're born,
we're all human. To be a true
racist, you've got to hate the human
race. And that's what I feel racism
be a part of. Now, if you break it
down, and you say that you hate
because of the ethnicity, that's your
personal reason, just to hate a
human being is just racist
altogether” (November 5, 2020).
“I never went home freshman year
of college because my mom was
abusive but my HBCU was my
safe place” (November 10, 2020).

Line from the Song
Don’t catch you slippin’ up (ayy)
Look at how I’m livin’ now. This is America.

Keep ya head up, ooh, child, things are gonna get easier.
Keep ya head up, ooh, child, things'll get brighter.

All I am asking for is respect, just a little bit.

I love myself; I no longer need Cupid
Enforcin' my dark side like a young George Lucas
Light don't mean you smart, bein' dark don't make you stupid.

We all make mistakes
You might fall on your face
But I am a conqueror.
It's so nice to see all the folks you love together sitting around
and talking about all the things that's been going down since we
had a chance to get together. Nobody knows the next time we
see each other. Maybe years and years from now A Family
Reunion It's so nice to come together.

Cause any cure living every single one of us.
The worst disease in the world is hate
And the cure for hate is love.

I used to pray for times like this, so I had to grind like that.
They loved me when I was stuck, and they hated when I
departed, I go and get it regardless.
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Table 4-2
Participant K-12 Demographics and HBCU Experience
Pseudonym

Age
Ranges

This Is
America

25-34

Keep Ya Head
Up

35-44

Respect

25-34

Complexion

25-34

Conqueror

25-34

Family
Reunion

25-34

The Cure

35-44

Dream and
Nightmares

35-44

K-12 Demographic
Experience

HBCU Artifact

HBCU
Experiences

Predominantly
Black

A picture of
graduation day and
Alumni t-shirt.

Support, Belonging,
Preparedness,
Sorority/ Fraternity

Athletic Jersey from
the team they played
on.

God, Love,
Appreciation

Predominantly
Black

Predominantly
White

Predominantly
Black
Predominantly
Black
(Elementary/Middl
e) Predominantly
White (High
School)

Predominantly
White

Predominantly
White
(Elementary/
Middle)
Predominantly
Black (High
School)
Predominantly
Black

Matching sweatshirt
with best friend that
was purchased before
graduation. Makes
them feel warm and
cozy.
A mask that was made
by their friend who is
now family to them.
Picture from
homecoming.
Homecoming is a
mind-blowing
experience. It’s like a
big family reunion.
Picture of them indoor
sky diving for the first
time with friends/
family. Symbolizing
befriends who have
been with me through
my first everything.

Reactions to
Word Clouds
Aww, this is
awesome. This
captures my
experience so
well.
Small
representation of
the love and
appreciation of
my experiences

Welcoming,
Extended family

Proud

Family, welcoming,
voice mattered

Dope

Homecoming, My
Family

Extraordinary
and happy
memories

Opportunity,
Homecoming, Help

My experience

Black Greek
organization crossing
shirt. Symbolizing the
bond, you have with
your line and
organization.

Family

Capture my
personal
experiences.

The participant wore
joggers for the team
they played on.

Family

Shocking and
confirming
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Rise Up

Underdog

What’s Going
On

25-34

35-44

35-44

Predominantly
Black

Alumni hat and
degree, these are items
of my achievement.

History, Tradition,
and Family, healing

Creative,
welcoming, and
a nice reflection
of my
experience.

Predominantly
Black (Elementary)
Predominantly
White (Middle/
High School)

A hat bought by
someone who is an
alum; it is a
representation of my
university. A greater
community that exists
outside of most
HBCUs.

Tradition, historical,
and cultural
foundation
Provided healing

N/A

Microcosm, sense
of community

Words have
weight and that
is overwhelming
to see those
words in one
space.

Mixed

A shirt that
represented a closeknit community
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Table 4-3
Themes and Sub Themes Research Question One
Theme

The deepest wellness (Burke Harris, 2018)
The Hate U Give (Thomas, 2017)

"This debt we pay to human guile" (Dunbar, 1896)

"I'm too proud to bend and too poor to break"
(Angelou, 1987)

"With torn and bleeding hearts we smile" (Dunbar,
1896)

Subthemes
Adverse Childhood Experiences
Colorism vs. Racism
Racial Trauma vs. Traumatic Experiences
Racism and Racial Trauma
Power Dynamics
Misuse of Power
Perpetuated Labels
Biases
Microaggression
Negative descriptions of SOC
School Track
Financial Hardship/ Financial Assistance
Lack of Resources/ Preparation
Sense of Belonging
Resiliency/ Healing
Mentorship/ Representation
Parental Involvement/ Parental Engagement

Note. Themes and subthemes associated with research question one.
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Table 4-4
Themes and Sub Themes Research Question Two
Theme
"So, while once we asked, how could we possibly prevail over
catastrophe? Now we assert. How could catastrophe possibly
prevail over us" (Amanda Gorman’s Inaugural Poem CNNPolitics, 2021)?
"This is for the undefeated. This is for you. And you. And you. This
is for us" (Alexander, 2019).

Note. Themes and subthemes associated with research question two.

Subthemes
Welcoming Environment
Belonging
Acceptance
Support
An Experience
Sense of Community
Representation
Village
Shared Lived Experience
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Appendix A: Interview Email Request
Dear Participants,
My name is Diane Courington, and I am a student at Bellarmine University in Louisville,
Kentucky. I am currently a Ph.D. candidate in the Education and Social Change program. I am
reaching out to you because I am interested in examining and documenting the lived experiences
of Students of Color related to racial trauma during their K-12 education who currently attend,
have attended, or graduated from a Historically Black College and University (HBCU).
Participants will be a part of a two-tiered study. The first tier of participation will entail preinterview correspondence including documentation establishing connection to an HBCU (e.g.,
unofficial transcript, official transcript, class schedule, copy of degree), completing an electronic
inventory which assists in gathering demographic information, and an Adverse Childhood
Experiences score (ACEs).
The Adverse Childhood Experiences is a screening tool used to measure childhood trauma
history. This tool will be used to measure the study population’s ACEs outside of the educational
setting. Based on the ACE framework, each participant's trauma score will range from 0 to 10
(Felitti et al., 1998). A participant with a score of zero represents no evidence of exposures to
childhood traumas (abuse, neglect, or dysfunction), and a score of 10 shows exposure to 10
childhood traumatic experiences. You will have the option to identify the number of exposures
without having to identify the nature of the specific exposures. Further, if at any time you feel
like you do not want to finish the questionnaire, you have the option to opt-out of the screening
process by closing the browser window.
Participants should block out their grade point average (GPA) and grades when providing
documentation stating their connection to an HBCU. Those selected for the second tier of study
will be involved in two potential interview sessions – the first will be about 45- 90 minutes and
an optional follow-up of 45 minutes. During the interview, participants will also be asked
to identify, show, or describe one item (artifact) related to the Historically Black Colleges and
University they currently attend or from which they previously attended or graduated. The name
of the university will not be used in the research, just the artifact's stories. The artifacts presented
should not contain reasonably identifiable personal information unless the participant is
comfortable with the possible risk.
Requirements for participating in this study consist of identifying as a Student of Color
who currently attends, has attended, or graduated from a Historically Black College
and University and who has a score of 4 or more on the Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs)
instrument. If a participant has an ACE score of less than 4, you will not be selected to move to
the second tier, the interview process. Any information will be destroyed if not selected to
participate in the 2nd tier of the study.
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If you think you can help me with this research, please review the attached consent form and
complete the questionnaire by following this link (Questionnaire). Your adverse childhood
questionnaire will be scored, and the demographic criteria will be reviewed to get a diverse
sample of 7-15 participants; not everyone completing the questionnaire will be asked to
participate in the study. If selected, I will contact you to set up an initial interview (s) time/date,
and to discuss other important information related to the study.
If you know anyone else who meets the requirements and may be interested in participating in
this study, please forward this email along or have them complete the questionnaire linked
above. Should the data collected in this research study be published, your identity will not be
revealed.
Thank you very much, and I look forward to hearing back from you. Please let me know if you
have any questions.
Sincerely,
Diane Courington
Ph.D. Candidate, Education, and Social Change
Bellarmine University
Email: dcourington@bellarmine.edu
Cell phone: (937) 838-9551 (text and calls accepted)
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Appendix B: We Wear the Mask: A Phenomenological Study of Racial Trauma in K-12
Education and Why Historically Black Colleges and Universities Make a Difference.

Dear Prospective Participant:
I am a Ph.D. candidate at Bellarmine University in Louisville, KY Thank you for participating in
my screening questionnaire. You have been selected to participate in the second phase of my
research study.
My study will examine the lived experiences of racial issues and biases for Student of Color
(SOC) while in K-12 education, who have been a part of a Historically Black College or
University. Specifically, my research will focus on Students of Color who have been part of the
Historically Black Colleges and University (HBCU) community and who have experienced
racial trauma during their K-12 education. I am interested in understanding and documenting
perceived experiences of racism and biases within the K-12 educational settings; I also want to
understand the role of Historically Black Colleges and Universities in empowering Students of
Color following the K-12 experience. Your responses on the questionnaire indicated that you
would be a good candidate for the second phase of the study.
This topic is of interest to me as an educator and HBCU Alumna with aspirations to critically
examine the interactions of educators and SOC to understand how these are influenced by racial
bias, ethnicity, and culture. Second, I want to describe ways HBCUs impact SOC who have had
traumatic experiences. As an educator who is passionate about advocating for students,
particularly SOC, I believe this study is important in informing how racism can affect
relationships with adults in school settings. Your participation may or may not benefit you
directly. Still, this research could provide an understanding for educators of the lived experiences
of racial issues and biases that cause trauma experiences for SOC within the educational system.
The study is sponsored by the Annsley Frazier Thornton School of Education.
If you agree to continue to phase two of the study, your involvement will include:
•

•

Pre-Interview correspondence (completed): At least 25 participants will be asked to
complete an electronic inventory, which will assist in gathering demographic
information, and an Adverse Childhood Experiences score (ACEs). Your demographic
will be reviewed to get a diverse sample of 7-15 participants. Your ACEs questionnaire
will be scored and reviewed to get participants with four or more ACEs (traumatic
experiences outside of the school setting). This will also be a part of the participant
selection, so everyone will not get an interview. You had the option to submit a score
rather than completing the whole questionnaire.
Document review: To continue to the second phase of the study, please provide
documents related to your status with a Historically Black College and University for me
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to gain proof that you attend, attended, or graduated from a Historically Black College
and University (e.g., copy of an unofficial transcript, official transcript, or degree).
Participants should block out their grade point average (GPA) and grades, if applicable
when providing documentation stating their connection to an HBCU. The artifacts
presented should not contain reasonably identifiable personal information unless the
participant is comfortable with the possible risk.
Initial Interview: You will meet for an initial interview, which can be from 45-90
minutes. The interview sessions can be split up into two 45 minutes sessions if needed. If
you decide to continue, you will be asked to bring an artifact to the interview representing
an aspect of life at your HBCU. The interview will be conducted via video conferencing
or in-person (pending COVID-19 protocols). Interviews will be recorded using the
platform Microsoft Teams. A video platform Kaltura, will be used to create transcriptions
of uploaded recordings. Teams and Kaltura are password protected and are products
purchase and maintained by Bellarmine University for faculty and student use. Recording
will be deleted from each platform after the transcription has
been verified for accuracy by the researcher.
Possible Second Interview: You will have an option for a second interview to discuss
the themes that emerged from the initial interview(s). Conversation can include followup to the transcription of the interview and response to a word cloud created from
your storytelling around your artifact.
Artifact: During the interview, participants will be asked to identify, show, or describe
one item that, to them, symbolizes something from their HBCUs. You be will then ask to
explain why you chose that artifact. Please be prepared to show and describe the item
during our interview. The name of the university will not be used in the research, just the
artifact's stories. The artifacts presented should not contain reasonably identifiable
personal information unless the participant is comfortable with the possible risk of
identification. You may email a picture of the artifact to me in advance of our interview if
preferred.
Member checking: Each participant will be given the opportunity to read and provide
comments or clarification on their interview transcriptions and/or my analysis of the
interview. If a follow-up interview is needed based on the member check, one will be
arranged at a time/date convenient for both the researcher and the participant.
Communication with the researcher: I will remain available throughout the study for
participants to contact me via email, video-conferencing, or phone. Participation in this
research is voluntary. You may decide to participate now and change your mind later, and
we will stop, no questions asked.

Important Note: According to the Kentucky Child Abuse and Neglect laws I
am mandated to report imminent threat of harm to a child or vulnerable person (e.g., elderly,
person with disability, etc.).
The interview transcriptions will be matched for accuracy with the audio files. Your completed
interview responses will be stored on a password-protected personal computer. Your
demographic data and other identifying information will be kept separate from the data, and your

MASK OFF

213

name will not be on any of the data. You will receive an alias to protect your identity. Individuals
from the Annsley Frazier Thornton School of Education and the Bellarmine University
Institutional Review Board may inspect these records. Although absolute confidentiality cannot
be guaranteed, confidentiality will be protected to the extent permitted by law. Should the data
be published, your identity will not be disclosed.
If a participant has an ACE score of less than 4, you will not be selected to move to the second
tier, the interview process. Any information will be destroyed if not selected to participate in the
2nd tier of the study.
Please remember that your participation in this study is voluntary. By completing the interview,
you voluntarily agree to participate. You may refuse to participate or withdraw your consent at
any time without penalty or losing benefit to which you are otherwise entitled. You are free to
decline to answer any question that may make you feel uncomfortable, or which may render you
prosecutable under the law.
Dr. Winn Wheeler, Ms. Diane Courington, and Bellarmine University are not liable or
responsible for any and all expense incurred for the participant's medical treatment resulting
from participation in this study.
In engaging the pre-interview correspondence, you acknowledge that all your present questions
have been answered in a language you can understand. If you have any questions about the
study, you may contact me at dcourington@bellarmine.edu or on my cell phone at
937.838.9551. ￼You￼￼￼￼￼ may also contact the principle investigator, Dr. Winn Wheeler
at wwheeler@bellarmine.edu If you have any questions about your rights as a research subject,
you may call the Institutional Review Board (IRB) office at 502.272.8032. You will be given the
opportunity to discuss any questions about your rights as a research subject, in confidence, with a
member of the committee. This is an independent committee composed of members of the
University community and lay members of the community not connected with this institution.
The IRB has reviewed this study.
Sincerely,
Diane Courington
Ph.D. Candidate, Education, and Social Change
Bellarmine University
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Appendix C: HBCU Flyer Recruitment
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Appendix D: Questionnaire
Important Information
You are being invited to complete the attached screening questionnaire as part of a larger study
exploring the racial traumas Students of Color (SOC) experience in the K-12 educational setting
and discovering how attending Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) impacts
SOC with a history of traumatic experiences. Your participation may or may not benefit you
directly. However, the information learned in this study may be helpful to others. The
questionnaire will take approximately 20 minutes to complete.
This survey asks you to reflect and report on adverse and traumatic experiences from your
childhood outside of the educational setting. Specifically, the Adverse Childhood Experiences
(ACEs) is a screening tool used to measure childhood trauma history. Based on the ACE
framework, each participant's trauma score will range from 0 to 10 (Felitti et al., 1998). A
participant with a score of zero represents no evidence of exposures to childhood traumas (abuse,
neglect, or dysfunction), and a score of 10 shows exposure to 10 childhood traumatic
experiences. Importantly, in this survey, you will have the option simply to identify the number
of exposures without having to identify the nature of the specific exposures. Further, if at any
time you feel like you do not want to finish the questionnaire, you have the option to opt-out of
the screening process by closing the browser window.
Participation in this study could potentially involve short-term risk because thinking about
traumatic experiences from one’s childhood could be upsetting. A resource list is provided below
if you feel that any of these questions or prompts are triggering for you.
In the case of an emergency, dial 911.
If feelings of crisis arise, such as intense emotional distress, during or after the interview calling:
1-800-662-4357 (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Service Administration National Helpline)
Call a mental health professional on your college campus if you are a student currently or if you
are seeking to locate a current provider.
If you are unable to sleep in the middle of the night and you need to talk with someone, call the
Substance Abuse and Mental Health Service Administration National Helpline 1-800-662-4357
Other resources to support mental health include the following:
National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: 1-800-273-TALK (8255); TTY: 1-800-799-4889
Self-Harm Hotline: 1-800-DONT CUT (1-800-366-8288)
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National Council on Alcoholism & Drug Dependency: 1-800-622-2255
Exploring alternatives such as the Calm app, writing down feelings, or talking to a family
member, friend, or mentor.
Mental health service for People of Color (POC):
Melanin and Mental Health https://www.melaninandmentalhealth.com/resources/ or
https://www.melaninandmentalhealth.com/
Ayana https://www.ayanatherapy.com/resources or https://www.ayanatherapy.com/
Therapy for Black Girls https://therapyforblackgirls.com/
Most of the services are free or work on a sliding scale based on insurance.
Your data and information will be kept confidential and protected to the extent permitted by law.
Should the data collected in this research study be published, your identity will not be revealed.
Only the researchers, Diane Courington, Doctoral candidate, and Dr. Winn Wheeler, Assistant
Professor of Literacy Education, and the study sponsor (Annsley Frazier Thornton School of
Education at Bellarmine University) or the Bellarmine University Institutional Review Board
(IRB) may inspect your records. The electronic platforms used in this research survey, Microsoft
Office Forms, is password protected and has appropriate security protocols in place to protect
your data; yet confidentiality cannot be guaranteed 100% with online data collection and storage.
Should the data collected in this research study be published, your identity will not be revealed.
Important Information Cont.
Please remember that your participation in this study is voluntary. By completing and submitting
the attached questionnaire, you are voluntarily agreeing to participate. You are free to decline to
answer any particular question that may make you feel uncomfortable, or which may render you
prosecutable under law. Your provided private information collected as part of this research,
even if identifiers are removed, will not be used, or distributed for future research studies.
You acknowledge that all your present questions have been answered in language you can
understand. If you have any questions about the study, please contact Diane Courington at
dcourington@bellarmine.edu. If you have any questions about your rights as a research subject,
you may call the Institutional Review Board (IRB) office at 502-272-8032. You will be given the
opportunity to discuss any questions about your rights as a research subject, in confidence, with a
member of the committee. This is an independent committee composed of members of the
University community and lay members of the community not connected with this institution.
The IRB has reviewed this study.
Sincerely,
Diane Courington
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Participant Questionnaire
Thank you for your willingness to complete this form. Your responses will be used for a research
study designed to explore the lived experiences of Students of Color (SOC) who experienced
racial trauma during their K-12 education and the impact Historically Black Colleges and
Universities (HBCUs) offer support for SOC. Your responses will be matched with an alias and
remain confidential.
1.Email address
2.Full Name
3.Are you 18 years of age or older?
Yes
No
3.Are you 18 years of age or older?
Yes
No
4.Age Group
18-25
25-34
35-44
45-54
55-and over
5.I identify my gender, sex, and pronouns as:
Enter your answer
6.I identify my race and ethnicity as:
Asian
African
African American
Black
Biracial
Hispanic
Latino
Native American
Pacific Islander
Multiracial
Prefer not to answer
7.I identify my race or ethnicity as:
Enter your answer
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8.Indicate your status with an HBCU
Enrolled
Attended
Graduated
I have no affiliation with an HBCU
9.Indicate what HBCU you are enrolled, attended, or graduated from
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) Questionnaire- short
The Adverse Childhood Experience (ACE) Questionnaire is a 10-item self-report survey to
identify childhood experiences of abuse and neglect. This questionnaire could be triggering.
Please refer to the resources shared above if you are experiencing stress or distress as part of
completing this questionnaire.
If you choose, you may skip questions, click on the choice "choose not to respond" to move on
to the next question.
If you would like to still participate in the study without answering the questions, please select
"choose not to respond," then read each question, you add 1 point for each question that you
would respond to with "yes." Once you add up your score, click your total score, which is
question 19.
You can opt-out of the questionnaire at any time. This will remove you from consideration for
the study.
Thank you for participating in the questionnaire. Please email the researcher Diane Courington if
you have any questions or need further resources. She may be reached at
Dcourington@bellarmine.edu
10.Did a parent or other adult in the household often … Swear at you, insult you, put you down,
or humiliate you? or Act in a way that made you afraid that you might be physically hurt?
While you were growing up, during your first 18 years of life:
Yes
No
Do not know/ Not sure
Choose not to respond
11.Did a parent or other adult in the household often … Push, grab, slap, or throw something at
you or Ever hit you so hard that you had marks or were injured?
While you were growing up, during your first 18 years of life:
Yes
No
Do not know/ Not sure
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Choose not to respond
12.Did an adult or person at least 5 years older than you ever… Touch or fondle you or have you
touch their body in a sexual way? or Try to or actually have oral, anal, or vaginal sex with you?
While you were growing up, during your first 18 years of life:
Yes
No
Do not know/ Not sure
Choose not to respond
13.Did you often feel that … No one in your family loved you or thought you were important or
special? or Your family didn’t look out for each other, feel close to each other, or support each
other?
While you were growing up, during your first 18 years of life:
Yes
No
Do not know/ Not sure
Choose not to respond
14.Did you often feel that … You didn’t have enough to eat, had to wear dirty clothes, and had
no one to protect you? or Your parents were too drunk or high to take care of you or take you to
the doctor if you needed it?
While you were growing up, during your first 18 years of life:
Yes
No
Do not know/ Not sure
Choose not to respond
15.Were your parents ever separated or divorced?
While you were growing up, during your first 18 years of life:
Yes
No
Do not know/ Not sure
Choose not to respond
16.Was your mother or stepmother: Often pushed, grabbed, slapped, or had something thrown at
her? or Sometimes or often kicked, bitten, hit with a fist, or hit with something hard? or Ever
repeatedly hit over at least a few minutes or threatened with a gun or knife?
While you were growing up, during your first 18 years of life:
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Yes
No
Do not Know/ Not sure
Choose not to respond
17.Did you live with anyone who was a problem drinker or alcoholic or who used street drugs?
While you were growing up, during your first 18 years of life:
Yes
No
Do not know/ Not sure
Choose not to respond
18.Was a household member depressed or mentally ill or did a household member attempt
suicide?
While you were growing up, during your first 18 years of life:
Yes
No
Do not know/Not sure
Choose not to respond
19.Did a household member go to prison?
While you were growing up, during your first 18 years of life:
Yes
No
Do not know/ Not sure
Choose not to respond
20.Please total the number of adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) based on the questions
above. Click on the number that is related to your assessment.
1
2
3
4
5
6
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7
8
9
10
21.If you would like to participate in an interview, please let me know your preferred contact
Email
Cell Phone
Text
I do not want to participate
22.Enter preferred contact information
Enter your answer
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Appendix E: Interview Protocol

Introduction Script
Before we start the interview can I have your verbal consent to record the interview now. Thank
you for taking the time out of your day to meet with me. As a reminder, my name is Diane
Courington, and I am a doctoral candidate at Bellarmine University in the School of
Education. The purpose of my research is to examine the racism that Students of Color (SOC)
experience in K-12 educational settings while examining the potential benefits of Historically
Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU) for SOC. This information will be used for a research
study. I want to remind you that this is a volunteer study, and you can stop the interview at any
time. In your email, I have provided you with a list of resources if you may need assistance after
the interview. The interview will be recorded. I will need your verbal consent to record the
interview. After concluding the interview, I will analyze the transcript and present emerging
themes and findings to you in the second interview. This is to make sure I have interpreted
everything you said in the interview, and that you agree with the findings. I will create an alias so
your name will not be used in any of the published data. Do you have any questions? If no,
further questions, I will start the interview.
Part I: Artifact
You were asked to identify, show, or describe one item that symbolizes something
from your HBCU.
Question: Can you tell me what you decided to bring and why you chose that artifact?
Follow-up questions: Why did you choose an HBCU? Tell me about your HBCU? How did
your HBCU mold you into the person you are today? What is one thing you want the world to
know about HBCUs? What was the most rewarding thing about attending an HBCU?
Thank you for sharing this part of your life with me. I enjoyed hearing your story. I will take
the information you shared from this part of the interview and put it into a word cloud with
information from the other participants. Once completed, I will share the results from the
interviews.
We will now be moving on to part two if the interview section. This section will discuss your
racial experiences in a K-12 educational setting and at an HBCU. If you need a few minutes to
take a break or want to stop for the day and pick another day to continue, this is a good time to
make that transition. Please let me know when you are ready to start the second part of the
interview. Are you still okay with me recording the interview? Let get started.
Part II: Open-ended questions
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1. Question: How would you define racism?
2. Question: How would you define racial trauma (participant will craft their own
definition). If they need assistance, then I will share my definition. Racial Trauma: A
stressful effect or emotional pain that results from a person's experience with
discrimination and racism (National Child Traumatic Stress Network, Justice
Consortium, Schools and Committee, & Culture Consortium, 2017). Follow-up: Based
on the definition of racial trauma, tell me about a time you had a traumatic racial
experience?
3. Question: What is a story of time that you felt guilt, shame, or low self-esteem in the
course of your academic career? Follow-up: How did this impact your future
experiences?
4. Question: Educators' expectations of students are influential in student's ultimate
success. As you consider your K-12 experience, when were there times that educators
had low expectations of your abilities to complete an academic task?
5. Question: What words have been used to describe you negatively? Follow-up: How did
this make you feel? How did this impact your perception of yourself as a student?
6. Probe: Tell a story about a time when you were treated negatively by a white student
(counterparts)? Follow-up: How long did this last? How intense (on a scale 1-low to 5high) was it?
7. Question: When did you feel like or notice you were treated negatively by white students
(counterparts)? Follow-up: Tell me more about this when you noticed you were
treated negatively by a white student (s)? How did you know you were being treated in a
negative way?
8. Question: Have you ever received any form
of discipline (detention, silent lunch, a call home to the guardian)? Referral? Followup: If so, why were you given the discipline referral? How often? How did this impact
your education?
9. Question: Were you ever placed on suspended (at home or in school) or expelled? If
you were in school suspension or expelled, what happened? How long? Follow-up: How
did this impact you at school or at home? How did this impact your sense of self?
10. Question: In what ways do you think you were treated differently from peers because of
your race or ethnicity?
11. Probe: Tell me more about a time you were treated differently by teachers because of
your race or ethnicity.
12. Question: How have you experienced healing from racial trauma that happened at
school? Follow-up: How did you cope with it? What were the factors that contributed to
your healing?
13. Question: What behavioral practices have contributed to your healing of
racial trauma? Follow-up: How do you know this was a healing factor?
14. Probe: Tell a story that connects to your HBCU experiences that led to your
healing? Follow-up: Support your healing?
15. Question: Are any parts of your experience that I missed, or you want to share more
about a story or question?
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16. Probe: Describe how your experience would change if you were a different type
of institution.
Closing: Do you have further comments or in general (next-step, resources, about the study)?
Thank you for participating in my study your interview is so valuable to my research. I
appreciate you. Reminder, if you need any resources after the interview, I sent a list to you in
email. Also, you can choose to exit or to withdraw from the study at any time. I will be sending
you a copy of the transcript for you to review to ensure I did not leave out or add anything you
did not say. Feel free to reach out if you have any other questions. Have a wonderful day.
Follow-up interview Script
Thank you for taking the time out of your day to meet with me. As a reminder, my name is Diane
Courington, and I am a doctoral candidate at Bellarmine University in the School of Education.
The purpose of my research is to examine the racism that Students of Color (SOC) experience in
K-12 educational settings while examining the potential benefits of Historically Black Colleges
and Universities (HBCU) for SOC. This information will be used for a research study. I want to
remind you that this is a volunteer study, and you can stop the interview at any time. In your
email, I have provided you with a list of resources if you may need assistance after the interview.
The interview will be recorded. If you decide you do not want to be recorded during the
interview, no recording will take place and I will take notes as an alternative. I will need your
verbal consent to record the follow-up interview. The follow-up interview is to
present transcriptions, present emerging themes, and word- cloud findings to you. This is to
make sure I have interpreted everything you said in the interview, and that you agree with the
findings. To make sure your lived experienced was capture correctly. I will create an alias so
your name will not be used in any of the published data. All the recordings will be destroyed
once transcription is completed and verified with audio recordings. Do you have any questions?
If no, further questions, I will start the follow-up interview.

Question: Do you have any edits, additions, or omission you would like to make to the
document that was transcribed?
Closing: Do you have further comments or in general (next-step, resources, about the study)?
Thank you again for participating in my research study. I appreciate you. Reminder, if you need
any resources after the interview, I sent a list to you in email. Feel free to reach out if you have
any other questions. Have a wonderful day.
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Appendix F: Follow-Up Questions HBCU Word Cloud
Please answer the questions based on your individual and the overall word cloud.
1.

What were your initial thoughts when you saw the word clouds?

2.

Did you agree with the overall experience of HBCU from the word clouds?

3.

What words were on the word clouds you think should not have been?

4.

What words did you think was missing from the word clouds?

5.

Please share any additional thoughts or feelings about the word clouds.
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Appendix G: Participant Consent Form
Introduction and Background Information
You are being invited to participate in a research study. The study is being conducted by Diane
Courington, Doctoral candidate, and Dr. Winn Wheeler, Assistant Professor
of Literacy Education. This study is sponsored by the Annsley Frazier Thornton School of
Education at Bellarmine University. This study will take place electronically due to the current
COVID-19 pandemic. Approximately 7-15 subjects will be invited to participate. Your
participation in this study will be two 45-minute interview sessions, with the study ending
in Spring 2021.
Purpose
This study's main two purposes are to identify the racial traumas Students of Color (SOC)
experience in the K-12 educational setting and discover how attending Historically Black
Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) impacts SOC with a history of traumatic experiences in K12 education.
Potential Risks
Participation in this study could potentially involve short-term risk because talking about racial
trauma could be triggering for you. Likewise, answering the adverse
childhood experiences questions could be triggering as well. The researcher's public health skills
in communication and trauma-informed care and training will be used to minimize any potential
risks for you. Additionally, a few resources are provided below if you feel as if you need to seek
mental health or health care services after the interview. Certainly, you will be allowed to take a
break or leave the interview at any time.
•
In the case of an emergency, dialing 911.
•
If feelings of crisis arise, such as intense emotional distress, during or after the interview
calling: 1-800-662-4357 (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Service Administration National
Helpline)
•
Call a mental health professional on campus, or if you are seeking services to contact a
current provider.
•
If unable to sleep in the middle of the night and need to talk with someone, calling either
Substance Abuse and Mental Health Service Administration National Helpline 1-800-662-4357
•
Other services: National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: 1-800-273-TALK (8255); TTY: 1800-799-4889
•
Self-Harm Hotline: 1-800-DONT CUT (1-800-366-8288)
•
National Council on Alcoholism & Drug Dependency: 1-800-622-2255
•
Exploring alternatives such as Calm app, writing down feelings, or talking to a family
member, friend, or mentor.
•
Mental health service for People of Color (POC):
o
Melanin and Mental Health https://www.melaninandmentalhealth.com/
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o
o

Ayana https://www.ayanatherapy.com/
Therapy for Black Girls https://therapyforblackgirls.com/

Benefits
Your participation may or may not benefit you directly. However, the information learned in this
study may be helpful to others. The data you provide will bring awareness to how trauma affects
SOC inside and outside the classroom. Second, it will establish needs for professional
development for staff and other professionals to help recognize symptoms of trauma
(racial) experiences for SOC. Third, it will establish the need to reexamine school policies
related to racial trauma and SOC. Last, it will provide valuable information on the
impact of HBCUs on SOC.
Procedures
You have already completed the initial, 1 st tier informational survey on Microsoft Forms, which
included an electronic inventory that assists in gathering demographic information and an
Adverse Childhood Experiences score (ACEs). Recall, the Adverse Childhood Experiences, is
used to measure childhood trauma history outside of the educational setting. Based on the ACE
framework, each participant's trauma score will range from 0 to 10 (Felitti et al., 1998). A
participant with a score of zero represents no evidence of exposures to childhood traumas (abuse,
neglect, or dysfunction), and a score of 10 shows exposure to 10 childhood traumatic
experiences. Because you provided a score of 4 or more traumatic experiences, you have been
invited to participate in the second tier of my research project, the interview process.
Based on your responses, you have been selected for participation. Please affirm your connection
to an HBCU through documentation (e.g., unofficial, or official transcripts with any grades or
grade point averages hidden, class schedule, copy of degree).
You are being invited to participate in an interview either by video conference (through
Microsoft Teams) or phone call. The interview will be scheduled at a time that is convenient for
you. The first interview will take approximately 45 minutes, with a follow-up interview several
weeks later of 45 minutes. Again, you are free to decline any question that makes you feel
uncomfortable.
If you choose a video conference interview, your interview will be conducted and recorded in
Microsoft Teams. Recordings will be transcribed using a third-party transcription service, such
as Kaltura, which maintains confidentiality and is password protected. Each interview will be
automatically transcribed when uploaded to Kaltura (at which time will be deleted from
Microsoft Teams), and I will review the transcript and record for accuracy. You will have the
opportunity to review your transcribed interview and remove or edit any content. Kaltura is
a cloud-based media platform available for use by faculty and students at Bellarmine
University. If you decide you do not want to be recorded during the interview or if you prefer a
phone call interview, no recording will take place, and I will take notes as an alternative. All
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the recordings will be destroyed once the transcription is completed and verified with audio
recordings.
All transcriptions will be maintained on my password-protected laptop and Kaltura, and any
printed copies will be kept in a locked filing in my home in Jeffersonville, IN. For the initial
interview, you will be asked to provide an unofficial transcript, official transcript, class schedule,
or copy of degree for review related to the participant status with a Historically Black College
and University. In the case that you provide a transcript, please block out your grades and
GPA. This allows me to document that you attend, attended, or graduated from a Historically
Black College and University. These documents will not require you to identify your grade point
average (GPA), nor official grades on them. I will keep digital copies on my passwordprotected laptop. You will also be asked to share an artifact to identify, show, or symbolize an
important aspect of your HBCU experience, but the name of your university will not be used in
this research. The name of the university will not be used in the research, just
the artifact's stories. The artifacts presented should not contain reasonably identifiable personal
information unless the participant is comfortable with the possible risk.
Confidentiality
Your data and information will be kept confidential and protected to the extent permitted by
law. Only the study sponsor or individuals from the Bellarmine University Institutional Review
Board (IRB) may inspect your records. Both Microsoft (Forms) Teams and Kaltura
are passwords protected, and appropriate security protocols are in place to protect your data;
however, some security and confidentiality risk is inherent in the use of online data collection
and storage. Administrators of Bellarmine's cloud-based communication systems, such as
Microsoft Office and Kaltura, have access to stored data for the purposes of providing
technological support and assistance; like members of Bellarmine's IRB, these
individuals have the training and understand the responsibility of accessing and working with
confidential information. Should the data collected in this research study be published, your
identity will not be revealed.
Important Note: According to the Kentucky Child Abuse and Neglect laws, I am mandated to
report an imminent threat of harm to a child or vulnerable person (e.g., elderly, a person
with a disability, etc.).
Voluntary Participation
Your participation in this research study is voluntary. You may refuse to participate or withdraw
your consent at any time without penalty or losing benefit to which you are otherwise entitled. If
you terminate participation with this study, all recordings, transcripts, and
data collection relevant to you will be destroyed, erased, or deleted.
Your Rights as a Research Subject and Contact Persons
If you have any questions about your rights as a research subject, you may call the Institutional
Review Board Office at 502.272.8032. You will be given the opportunity to discuss any
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questions, in confidence, with a member of the Board. This is an independent committee
composed of members of the University community and lay members of the community not
connected with this institution. The Board has reviewed this study.
You acknowledge that all your present questions have been answered in a language you can
understand. If you have any questions about the study, please contact (Principal
Investigator) Dr. Wheeler, 502.272.8049 or 502.298.8705, or (Co-Investigator) Diane
Courington, 937.838.9551.
Consent and Liability*
Dr. Winn Wheeler, Ms. Diane Courington, and Bellarmine University are not
liable or responsible for any and all expenses incurred for the participant's medical
treatment resulting from participation in this study. I understand that Bellarmine
University, Ms. Diane Courington, and Dr. Winn Wheeler are not responsible for payments of
medical treatment should it be required through participation in the research study.
I have discussed the above information and hereby consent to participate in this study
voluntarily. I have been given a copy of this consent form.
__________________________________________ __________________
Signature of Subject or Legal Representative Date Signed

__________________________________________ __________________
Signature of Investigator Date Signed

____________________________________________ __________________
Signature of Person Explaining Consent if other than Investigator Date Signed
*Informed consent will be collected via interview recordings and transcribed.
These transcriptions of the informed consent discussion will be stored separately from the deidentified virtual interview transcripts.

